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PREFACE 
My first acquaintance with Penelope Fitzgerald was through Hermione 

Lee’s interview in The Paris Review, in which she mentioned writing Penel-
ope Fitzgerald’s biography. She expressed her admiration for the subject, 
lauding her enthusiasm and distinctive perspective on life, and claimed she 
was unlike any other writer. It was not only an academic research experi-
ence but also an emotional one when I met Professor Hermione Lee twice 
in her office at Oxford University in 2014, while writing my master’s the-
sis. By then, I did not know that I was to write my PhD dissertation on the 
life of Penelope Fitzgerald, a woman of great distinction. Before reading 
Penelope Fitzgerald’s life, I had read Virginia Woolf’s biography, also writ-
ten by Hermione Lee. So, I obtained the book Penelope Fitzgerald: A Life in 
2014, and it is hard to put into words the pleasure of reading this biog-
raphy; the discovery was illuminating. Penelope Fitzgerald is a unique 
writer, woman, mother and wife, and, according to the biographer Lee, she 
is distinctive in being “individualistic,” in that she belongs to the group 
“who don’t like joining movements, who have carved out their own ways, 
who have remarkable minds, and whose marriages or partnerships, when 
they work well, work as forms of companionship.”1 There is a consensus 
among many critics that she has more than a remarkable mind; she is real-
ly a genius writer whose novels resist categorisation, though she herself 
called them tragicomedies. Her focus was on the people she called exter-
minatees, the people who were born to be defeated despite their strengths 
and talents. In light of this, there is much to learn from her oeuvre and 
exemplary life. 

Those who have not read Penelope Fitzgerald and do not know any-
thing about her unique life and about her self-actualised personality might 
not be affected by her picture on the cover of Lee’s biography, though her 
deep-set, soulful eyes and sadly expressive face are thought-provoking. On 
the other hand, those who know her and her work cannot help but admire 
her. Her literary and non-literary acquaintances do know that her beauty 
was not skin-deep but life-deep. Having read Penelope Fitzgerald’s oeuvre 
and life, she becomes a haunting character, who was born into a unique 
                                                           
1  Louisa Thomas, “Hermione Lee, The Art of Biography No. 4,” The Paris Review, no. 205 

(Summer 2013), accessed 23 November 2017, https://www.theparisreview.org/ inter-
views/6231/the-art-of-biography-no-4-hermione-lee. 
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family with unusually educated and gifted people, who inherited the best 
of her uncles’ and father’s legacy and became “immensely civilized: knowl-
edgeable, erudite, cultivated, witty [...] serious and intellectually graceful.”2 
The present book is a celebration of a fascinating life and career that offers 
much to learn. Her lasting legacy will guide me throughout my life. During 
the defence of my dissertation on which this book is based, the members 
of the committee wondered why her final years and her death were not 
mentioned in the thesis. I should admit that this was intentional: “I want-
ed to write about death, only life came in breaking as usual.”3 Her life tri-
umphs over her death. Undoubtedly, the death of great writers whose 
works teach us, haunt us and even change us impoverishes the world. I feel 
precisely the way Oprah Winfrey feels about Maya Angelou: “I feel her 
everywhere. In the breeze, in my voice, in every encounter, her spirit abides 
with me.”4 

Between February 2024 and February 2025, it was once again Penelope 
Fitzgerald who paved new paths for me, opening doors I could not have 
imagined. Through her, I conducted my postdoctoral research at the Uni-
versity of Cambridge on “The Intersectionality of Ageism: Old Age vs. Cre-
ativity in Penelope Fitzgerald’s Literary World.” During that year in Cam-
bridge, I had the deeply touching experience of meeting the writer and 
painter Deborah Catesby, a close family friend and acquaintance of Penelo-
pe Fitzgerald, together with her husband. We delved into many fascinating 
subjects and spoke at length about how literature and art can shape our 
lives in so many ways. Deborah and I are both devoted admirers of Penelo-
pe Fitzgerald. Mops’ presence was with us, as if she still exercised her qui-
et, magical power of bringing people together. The two portraits of Penelo-
pe Fitzgerald associated with Catesby’s project were painted out of love 
and admiration and form part of a larger series of portraits of women writ-
ers by the artist. The cover portrait of this book is one of them. Deborah 
won my heart when she said, “I would like to think of them with someone 
who truly appreciates her. I know you would take very good care of her.” 
                                                           
2  Tess Lewis, “Gravity and Grace: The Letters of Penelope Fitzgerald,” The Hudson Review 

62, no. 1 (2009): 153–158. 
3  Virginia Woolf, The Diary of Virginia Woolf: Volume Two 1920–1924 (United States: A 

Harvest Book, 1980), 167. 
4  Oprah Winfrey, “Oprah: ‘Death Shows Up to Remind Us to Live More Fully,’” O, The 

Oprah Magazine, 28 May 2014, accessed 10 April 2022, https://www.oprah.com/ spir-
it/oprah-remembers-dr-maya-angelou_1. 
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Health permitting, I hope this encounter will be the beginning of a long 
journey together, dear Deb. I will take very good care of our dearest Penel-
ope in Türkiye. 

On 17 December 2024, on the birthday of Penelope Fitzgerald, I visited 
her graveyard in London. After a two-hour search, with the invaluable help 
of the security guard, the gardener, and Patrick from Islington & Camden 
Cemetery Services, I had to return home, sadly, without having found her 
grave. I wanted to thank her as a Turkish woman and to say how much she 
and her work meant to me. She has shaped the way I look at the world, 
paved new ways in my academic life, and introduced me to beautiful 
souls—her admirers as well as mine. The gardener, moved by the story, 
wanted to hug me: “All the way from Turkey to visit the deceased! Some 
people are very lucky even after death... I never had one visitor in my life.” 
As I sat in a kind of gentle despair on a bench, I was joined by a robin red-
breast. Was it you, Penelope?  

Well, I have not given up, and I will return. Next time, when I come to 
visit her at Hampstead Parish Church, St John’s—where she herself “had 
often gone to look after Evoe’s grave, and liked the noise of the children 
coming from the primary school playground next door”—I will read aloud 
one of her favourite poems, “Uphill” by Christina Rossetti: 

Does the road wind up-hill all the way? 

Yes, to the very end. 

Will the day’s journey take the whole long day? 

From morn to night, my friend. 

But is there for the night a resting-place? 

A roof for when the slow dark hours begin. 

May not the darkness hide it from my face? 

You cannot miss that inn. 

Shall I meet other wayfarers at night? 

Those who have gone before. 

Then must I knock, or call when just in sight? 

They will not keep you standing at that door. 

Shall I find comfort, travel-sore and weak? 

Of labour you shall find the sum. 

Will there be beds for me and all who seek? 

Yea, beds for all who come...... 
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Thank God I have now launched the Instagram account “penelopefitz-
gerald.admirers,” through which I am in contact with her close family, 
daughters, relatives, family friends, readers, writers and fellow Fitzgerald 
scholars—admirers from many parts of the world who, like me, continue 
to be guided and consoled by her life and work. 

None of this work would have been possible without my doctoral 
mother and lifelong mentor, retired Professor Beture Memmedli, who nev-
er hesitated to support me throughout my literary journey—not only with 
Penelope Fitzgerald, but with everything. It was she who first encouraged 
me to transform my dissertation into this book, and I remain deeply grate-
ful for her unfailing faith in both the project and its author. 

In the pages that follow, I seek to trace how Penelope Fitzgerald fash-
ioned what I call her “idealised self” in and through her writing, her public 
persona, and the late recognition of her work. By following her across the 
pages of life and fiction, and drawing on biography, letters, criticism and 
close reading, I explore how a woman shaped by loss, delay and quiet resil-
ience imagined and reimagined herself, negotiated age, class, grief and late 
success, and turned precarious lives into enduring art. This book is there-
fore both a critical study and a letter of thanks, written for readers, stu-
dents and scholars who wish not only to understand Fitzgerald more deep-
ly, but also to consider what her life and work might teach us about crea-
tivity, age, time, and the stories we are permitted to tell about ourselves, 
even when we appear to arrive late. 

 

 



INTRODUCTION: A NEW VOICE IN MODERN BRITISH FICTION 

“If a story begins with finding, it must end with searching.” 
— Penelope Fitzgerald, The Blue Flower 

The book that you are holding in your hands explores the life of a dis-
tinguished British writer, Penelope Fitzgerald, in the light of Abraham H. 
Maslow’s self-actualisation theory. Her first book, Edward Burne-Jones, was 
published in 1975 when she was almost sixty, and was followed by two 
biographies and nine novels. A collection of her stories, The Means of Escape 
(2000), a collection of her letters, So I Have Thought of You (2008) and a 
collection of her essays and reviews, A House of Air (2005)1, were published 
posthumously. 

Vladimir Nabokov, in his Lectures on Literature, observes: “Those whom 
we can imagine concretely, especially those on the elderly side, are too vain 
of their gifts or too reconciled with mediocrity to bother about obliga-
tions.”2 Penelope Fitzgerald belongs to neither side. She is singular and 
unique as a writer, teacher, daughter, wife and mother. Tess Lewis sum-
marises her writing as “serious” and “graceful.”3 The writer aligns with 
Emerson's philosophy, as expressed in his History: “The self is greater than 
all geography.”4 It is for the great difference of this writer from other fe-
male writers that the book focuses on the extraordinary life of the extraor-
dinary writer, whose life is closely connected with her works in many re-
spects. Dean Flower points out that Fitzgerald’s writing is comprised of 
“skill and moral quality, form and spiritual value.”5 In one of her Poetry 
East lectures, Hermione Lee emphasises that Penelope Fitzgerald “is not a 
show-off,” though “the world is full of loud and noisy and sensational 
writers,”6 thus implying that writers are far from being self-fashioning 
people. 

                                                           
1  The American title is The Afterlife (2005). 
2  Vladimir Nabokov, Lectures on Literature (London: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2017), 

371. 
3  Tess Lewis, “Gravity and Grace: The Letters of Penelope Fitzgerald,” The Hudson Review 

62, no. 1 (2009): 153–158. 
4  Ralph Waldo Emerson, Emerson Essays (Washington: Jacket Library, 1932), 8. 
5  Dean Flower, “A Completely Determined Human Being,” The Hudson Review 57, no. 4 

(2005): 583. 
6  “Poetry East with Hermione Lee on Penelope Fitzgerald,” YouTube video, 23:28–23:36, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fABP32LgfZo, accessed 3 February 2019. 
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Penelope Fitzgerald embraces the whole world in her works, not only 
in her novels but also in her short stories and essays. Innocence (1986) de-
picts Italy in the late 1950s, The Beginning of Spring (1988) pens the Pre-
Revolutionary Moscow in 1913, and The Blue Flower (1995), which can be 
called a literary biography as well as a historical novel, narrates the life of 
the late eighteenth-century Romantic poet, Fritz von Hardenberg, com-
monly known as Novalis. In her short story “A Means of Escape”, she 
takes the reader to nineteenth-century Tasmania, where women try to es-
cape their destiny by any means possible. In her essays, reviews, and let-
ters, she appears as a humanist writer without prejudice or Anglo-
centrism, seeking to bring out the best in people generally called failures. 
For all these reasons, Penelope Fitzgerald’s personality deserves an explo-
ration of the way she achieved a career as a writer under very hard circum-
stances without a word of complaint. Also, the fact that 

Fitzgerald was always drawn to what she used to call the ‘exterminatees’, 
decent or mild-mannered people not very good at being in the world, who 
never have the chance to tell their stories, or get bullied or exploited by 
what she calls ‘here’ the tribe of torturers.7 

has been especially appealing, as there is a grain of truth in her reason-
ing. 

Christopher J. Knight is right to be annoyed with those for whom her 
belatedness as a writer becomes a factor diminishing her performance. He 
criticises Harzewski, the author of the article with a criminal title “New 
Voice, Old Body: The Case of Penelope Fitzgerald” (2007), who seems to 
attribute the writer’s success to the media, rather than her talent and con-
siders the obituary speeches too exaggerated. Christopher J. Knight is not 
far from the truth when he observes that 

Harzewski makes Fitzgerald’s achievements as a writer seems so easily ar-
rived at — so much so that she feels no requirement to speak to the work 
(as opposed to its reception) at all — and the praise for that achievement 
one big bubble anglophilic meretriciousness.8 

The critic also disagrees with A. N. Wilson, who considers her fiction 
to be amateurish, which can be taken as “novellas written by an old lady 

                                                           
7  Hermione Lee, Body Parts: Essays on Life-Writing (London: Chatto & Windus, 2005), 162. 
8  Christopher J. Knight, Penelope Fitzgerald and the Consolation of Fiction (New York: 

Routledge, 2017), 6. 
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for other old ladies.”9 More bitter and unjust criticism belongs to John 
Walsh’s demolition of Fitzgerald as an “intellectual bombshell turned bag 
lady.”10 But Penelope Fitzgerald refutes all the negative criticism. Frank 
Kermode, who is not very strong on praise, neither of himself nor of oth-
ers, compliments her with the title “Playing the Seraphine.” Even the titles 
of the articles written about her prove how unique she was: “Between head 
& heart: Penelope Fitzgerald’s novels,”11 “Modesty was her metier,”12 
“How did she do it?”13 “A Completely Determined Human Being,”14 
“Nothing Is Wasted,”15 “Mistress of the Sublime,”16 and “Outrunning 
Time’s Winged Chariot” are but a few of them.17 Moreover, the book re-
viewer Katherine A. Powers, in her review in The Boston Globe, supports 
Knight’s idea of consolation: “With confidence and with enormous com-
passion: For me, Fitzgerald’s novels are the most consoling I know.”18 A. S. 
Byatt calls her life messy, but she managed to turn it into a more than 
meaningful life to be envied by others. Her uniqueness as a writer is em-
phasised by Byatt in her reading of Human Voices. She praises the writer for 
having “an austere, original talent, unlike anyone else.”19 

                                                           
9  A. N. Wilson, “A Lovable Mystery,” Times Literary Supplement, February 6, 2014, 

http://tls28.blogspot.com/2014/02/re-view-of-penelope-fitzgerald-biography.html, ac-
cessed April 20, 2021. 

10  Quoted in Knight, Penelope Fitzgerald and the Consolation of Fiction, 44. 
11  Tess Lewis, “Between Head & Heart: Penelope Fitzgerald’s Novels,” The New Criterion, 

December 1997, https://newcriterion.com/article/between-head-heart-penelope-
fitzgeralds-novels/, accessed May 11, 2021. 

12  Hilary Spurling, “Modesty Was Her Metier,” The Guardian, August 3, 2008, 
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2008/aug/03/biography, accessed July 20, 2020. 

13  Julian Barnes, “How Did She Do It?,” The Guardian, July 26, 2008, 
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2008/jul/26/fiction, accessed January 9, 2018. 

14  Flower, “A Completely Determined Human Being,” 583. 
15  Ana Isabel Keilson, “Nothing Is Wasted,” Women’s Review of Books 32, no. 6 (2015): 30. 
16  Boyd Tonkin, “‘Mistress of the Sublime’ Penelope Fitzgerald Dies, 83,” The Independent, 

May 3, 2000, https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/news/ mis-
tress-of-the-sublime-penelope-fitzgerald-dies-83-278585.html, accessed January 11, 
2018. 

17  Evelyn Somers, “Penelope Fitzgerald: Outrunning ‘Time’s Winged Chariot,’” Bloom, 
December 23, 2013, https://bloomsite.wordpress.com/2013/12/23/penelope-
fitzgerald-outrunning-times-winged-chariot/, accessed February 20, 2018. 

18  Katherine A. Powers, “The Things That Make Fiction Real,” The Boston Globe, November 
16, 2003, http://archive.boston.com/ae/books/articles/2003/11/16/the_things_that_ 
make_fiction_real/, accessed February 15, 2018. 

19  Penelope Fitzgerald, So I Have Thought of You: The Letters of Penelope Fitzgerald (London: 
Fourth Estate, 2009), x. 
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The comment that “Fitzgerald is being reviewed with ebullience, read 
appreciatively but not widely, and neither taught nor written about critical-
ly”20 also belongs to the past. Christopher J. Knight’s remark is worth not-
ing: 

Penelope Fitzgerald’s reputation as a novelist, and author more generally, 
has grown, since her death, significantly, to the point that she is now wide-
ly judged one of Britain’s finest writers, comparable in worth to the likes of 
Jane Austen, George Eliot, and Virginia Woolf.21 

Establishment has never been Penelope Fitzgerald’s concern. Her per-
sonality makes her one of the most exceptional, singular, and independent-
minded female writers in modern British fiction. She is a stunning example 
of a unique woman who pulls at readers’, critics’, and people’s heart-
strings. Eleanor Roosevelt, also a very valiant and self-actualised woman, 
wrote that “Autobiographies are only useful as the lives you read about 
and analyse may suggest to you something that you may find useful in 
your own journey through life.”22 And Penelope Fitzgerald’s life suggests 
and teaches us a myriad of things beneficial to our own life journey. 

Given the writer’s own unusual stoicism and courage, as well as those 
of her characters, who never gave up their spiritual and intellectual devel-
opment despite enormous life problems, the book presents Abraham Har-
old Maslow’s application of self-actualisation theory to the writer’s self and 
her characters in some of her works, adopting a biographical approach. 

The term self-actualisation, introduced by Kurt Goldstein and devel-
oped by Carl Rogers, became popular through Abraham Maslow’s final 
stage of growth in his theory of the hierarchy of needs, and it became the 
primary focus of Humanistic Psychology. Maslow describes self-actualising 
people as committed, always engaged with something exquisite, and with a 
sense of mission and purpose in life.23 Penelope Fitzgerald and the subjects 
she chose for her biographies fully embody these personality traits. 

In Maslow’s theory, one progresses towards self-actualisation through 
a series of steps. The first step is to focus closely and concentrate. The sec-
                                                           
20  L. Lu, “Penelope Fitzgerald’s Fiction and Literary Career: Form and Context” (PhD 

diss., University of Glasgow, 1999), 3. 
21  Knight, Penelope Fitzgerald and the Consolation of Fiction, 1. 
22  Eleanor Roosevelt, The Autobiography of Eleanor Roosevelt (London: Zed Books, 2018). 
23  Abraham H. Maslow, The Farther Reaches of Human Nature (New York: Penguin Compass, 

1976), 42. 
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ond step is to pursue personal growth at all costs. The next step is the ac-
tualisation of the self. Taking on liabilities and developing one’s own per-
ceptions and common sense are other steps towards bettering one's per-
sonality. Setting up conditions for joyful experiences, which Maslow calls 
“peak experiences”, is the final step, encompassing one’s likes, dislikes and 
missions.24 

Founders of humanist theory differ in their approaches to self-
actualisation. While Rogers regards it as a natural process, Maslow empha-
sises that “personal courage and will were the main factors in the process 
of self-actualization.”25 It was Maslow again who considered it crucial to re-
establish the notion of self in the field to acknowledge human beings' lives. 
Thus, by applying Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, the book analyses to what 
extent Penelope Fitzgerald achieved self-actualisation. 

According to some critics, Abraham Maslow’s self-actualisation theory 
falls short of the scientific methodological requirements and has therefore 
been subject to negative criticism. For some critics, the theory denies indi-
viduality, for others it lacks a social argument; some claim it to be too self-
ish and self-centred, others “went even further, suggesting that individuals 
following Maslow would become self-indulgent solipsists with no interest 
in social problems and with little critical judgement.”26 However, Maslow 
himself never denied the fact that the theory is not a perfectionist one, as 
self-actualising people are not god-like figures in the art of living. Despite 
the negative criticism, Abraham Maslow’s self-actualisation theory remains 
in the mainstream of social and multidisciplinary studies. 

During the research, a large body of critical material in psychology, phi-
losophy and literature was collected, read, analysed and assessed. Hermi-
one Lee’s Penelope Fitzgerald: A Life, and Penelope Fitzgerald’s posthumous 
collections of letters, So I Have Thought of You: The Letters of Penelope Fitzger-
ald (2009), were treated as primary sources. As regards the theory, Abra-
ham Harold Maslow’s Motivation and Personality (1954), Toward a Psychology 

                                                           
24  See Maslow, The Farther Reaches of Human Nature. 
25  Kirk J. Schneider, J. F. T. Bugental, and J. Fraser Pierson, eds., The Handbook of Humanistic 

Psychology: Leading Edges in Theory, Research, and Practice (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publi-
cations, 2001), 82. 

26  Edward R. Whitson and Paul V. Olczak, “Criticisms and Polemics Surrounding the Self-
Actualization Construct: An Evaluation,” Journal of Social Behavior and Personality 6, no. 5 
(1991): 76–77. 
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of Being (1962), and The Farther Reaches of Human Nature (1971) were con-
sulted as primary sources. As secondary sources, the book explicated Peter 
Wolfe’s literary survey, Understanding Penelope Fitzgerald (2004), Christo-
pher Knight’s monograph, Penelope Fitzgerald and the Consolation of Fiction 
(2016), and Hugh Adlington’s book Penelope Fitzgerald (2018). All these 
books analyse Penelope Fitzgerald’s literary career and works in detail from 
different angles. The book also reviews and considers her collection of es-
says, A House of Air (2003), in which she reveals herself as a critic far from 
being “a narrow, prissy or parochial”27 one. 

Finally, all available reviews in The Guardian, The Independent, The New 
Statesman, The New York Review of Books, The New York Times, The New Yorker, 
The Spectator, The Times, The Washington Post, The Washington Times, London 
Review of Books, Telegraph, Publishers Weekly, Financial Times, The Economist and 
The Hudson Review of Books,28 as well as critical articles, essays and inter-
views about her unique style, were used as secondary sources. 

In what follows, this book brings critical, biographical and psychologi-
cal materials into dialogue in order to show how Penelope Fitzgerald’s life 
and work illuminate the possibilities and limits of self-actualisation in the 
late twentieth century. By reading her fiction alongside her letters, essays, 
life-writing and the testimony of those who knew and wrote about her, I 
seek to trace the contours of what I call her “idealised self,” and to explore 
how she fashioned, revised and tested that self in and through her art. 
Placing Fitzgerald’s work in conversation with Maslow’s humanistic psy-
chology, the chapters that follow aim to show not only how she achieved a 
hard-won form of self-actualisation, but also how her example invites us to 
reconsider creativity, age and the forms of consolation that fiction can of-
fer—to think again about what it means to grow, to begin again, and to 
find solace in stories even when time seems already to have passed us by. 

  

                                                           
27  Lee, Body Parts, 159. 
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CHAPTER I 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

1.1. The Core of Human Nature: The Concept of Self 

“Be that self which one truly is.” 
- Soren Kierkegaard 

Unlike flat characters in fiction, humans constantly change from birth 
to death. They shape themselves, for better or worse, depending on their 
life philosophy. This book examines the change that involves the develop-
ment of one’s faculties, known as self-actualisation. As Frank J. Bruno 
points out, through the process of change, there occurs “an inborn tenden-
cy to maximise one’s talents and potentialities.”1 However, to understand 
what self-actualisation is, one should first analyse the concept of self, con-
sidered the core of human being/existence. The concept of self has always 
been difficult to define unambiguously, and for this reason, it lends itself to 
multiple interpretations. Different definitions of the term testify to its 
complexity: 

First, the self is the unique individual existing as a being over a span of 
time. Second, the self is the ego, the ‘I’ of the personality. Third, the self is 
one’s sense of identity, the perception of being the same human being 
from week-to-week and year-to-year.2 

Additionally, the self is the idiosyncratic characteristics of a person that 
distinguish them from other beings.3 

In psychology, the concept of self is defined as “a person’s distinctive 
individuality, identity, essential nature, or collection of personal character-
istics.”4 The concept of self has always been a central concern in philoso-
phy, without which it is almost impossible to clarify the term self. In light 
of this, it is essential to note that psychology and psychological themes, 

                                                           
1  Frank J. Bruno, Dictionary of Key Words in Psychology (London, Boston, and Henley: 
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2  Bruno, Dictionary of Key Words in Psychology, 206. 
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before gaining independence as a field in the nineteenth century, were 
studied under philosophy. In philosophy, the concept is defined as “the 
subject of experience. Just as the eye that sees cannot lie within its own 
visual field, the self is unable to be its own object of contemplation.”5 
However, it is necessary to understand how the concept evolved into self-
actualisation. 

Plato (424/423–348/347 BC) and Aristotle (384–322 BC) address the 
soul and self in their critical writings. According to Plato, the soul is im-
mortal and distinct from the body. It comes from the realm of Forms, the 
ideal world or perfect spiritual realm. By contrast, the body belongs to the 
world of phenomena, the material and sensible world in which we now 
live. Before these two unite, the soul makes a Divine Journey, during which 
it witnesses all the Forms, or, in other words, the essence of everything. 
This Divine Journey provides the soul with its ultimate realities and its 
knowledge. When it unites with the body, however, the soul forgets these 
divine essences. Accordingly, Plato defines the self as three parts of the 
soul, known as “the tripartite theory of the soul” or “the Chariot Allegory,” 
which aims to remember (anamnesis) the forgotten Realms of the soul to 
become the ultimate form of itself. To him, the soul’s three parts are ra-
tional, appetitive, and spirited. When a soul maintains the three parts in 
proper balance, the community and the person find peace. The appetitive 
part, which he also calls the black horse on the left of the soul, is the desir-
ing and pleasure-seeking part, which tries to stay alive. The rational soul, 
also called the Charioteer, is the thinking part, judging and deciding which 
choice would be of benefit to the human. The spirited soul, also known as 
the white horse on the right, is the part yearning for morals, victory and 
honour. Nevertheless, Plato neither hails nor vilifies the soul. On the con-
trary, for him, it is better if the rational soul, the charioteer, is in charge of 
the whole system. It is to the human’s own choice whether to feed the 
appetitive, spirited or rational soul.6 In other words, to Plato, for one to 
achieve harmony and be at peace with oneself, the rational part of the soul 
would keep balance with its appetitive and spirited parts. Only when the 
soul sovereigns the body, seeking and questioning the sensible world, and 
recollecting the forgotten realities (anamnesis), reconnecting itself to the 
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world of essences, can the soul live in the world of phenomena, now called 
self-actualised. The soul would live at its fullest potential, realising itself by 
becoming aware of its own Essences/Forms and freeing itself from the 
dizziness of the phenomenal world. 

Aristotle, a student of Plato, developed a different ontological under-
standing of the relationship between the soul and the body than his teach-
er. In his book De Anima (On the Soul), Aristotle argued that the human 
being is composed of body and soul, treating them as inseparable.7 The 
soul exists as long as the body exists. To Aristotle, the soul is the form 
(actuality), and the body is the matter (potentiality), and it is the blend of 
these two (soul and body) that makes a living thing. Additionally, a living 
thing should go through certain stages to live fully and become itself: self-
nourishment, growth, decay, movement, rest, perception, and, finally, in-
tellect.8 So, any substance that nurtures and grows itself, then decays and 
wanders around, and understands things through reason is alive, because 
this living being has understood its essence. Having reached this level, a 
human being acquires the state called happiness, or, according to Aristotle, 
eudaimonia, good-spirit or well-being, which “is the best, noblest, and 
most pleasant thing.”9 And only a man of values can be considered a happy 
man. Happiness to him is understanding one’s essence (self). By develop-
ing ourselves through reason, we are heading towards a life of supreme 
good/happiness, and as the essence actualises, one is happy.10 Eventually, 
by living our life to the fullest, by discovering our potentialities, and by 
being loyal to our essential nature through reason, happiness becomes 
inevitable, for it is not a state but “an activity of soul,”11 and the ultimate 
goal of humans for fulfilment. 

As seen in the ancient Greek philosophy of Plato and Aristotle, the 
concept of self was primarily discussed in relation to existence, ontology, 
the soul, and potentiality. Although the concept lends itself to interdisci-
plinary study and discussion today, it was then the subject of pure philoso-
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phy. What is significant here is to draw a link between different definitions 
and approaches to the self and how they evolved into the concept under 
study, self-actualisation. In line with this, it can be stated that Plato and 
Aristotle have directly or indirectly influenced the views of succeeding phi-
losophers and psychologists on the concept. However, to lay the ground-
work for modern psychology, the study confines the historical develop-
ment of the concept to Plato and Aristotle. In light of the classical Greek 
view of the concept, it is necessary to discuss modern psychological views 
of self. Aristotle’s view of the self through the soul—that the soul is al-
ready part of the body, not a separate (divine) entity—has influenced the 
modern psychological approach to the concept. 

In modern psychology, the concept of the soul has been questioned and 
set aside by science on the grounds that it cannot be scientifically proved or 
tested. For this reason, the concept of self involves terms such as potential-
ities, consciousness, and unconsciousness. From this, it is clear that in the 
modern era, all metaphysical links have been severed from psychology. The 
book will adhere to modern psychologists’ views on self, including those of 
William James (1842-1910), Carl G. Jung (1875-1961), Erik Erikson 
(1902-1994), and Rollo May (1909-1994). 

The American psychologist and philosopher William James defined the 
concept of self in greater detail. To him, the self is everything that a man 
“can call his, not only his body and his psychic powers, but his clothes and 
his house, his wife and children, his ancestors and friends, his reputation 
and works.”12 James discusses three elements that form the empirical self 
and help people answer the question “Who am I?”; the material self, the 
social self, and the spiritual self. The material self refers to the body, 
clothes, family, and home. James states that 

We all have a blind impulse to watch over our body, to deck it with cloth-
ing of an ornamental sort, to cherish parents, wife and babes, and to find 
for ourselves home of our own which we may live in and ‘improve.’13 

The second component of the empirical self, the social self, concerns 
how we are perceived by our environment. The social self is the good or 
bad reputation we have, and this self may have “as many different social 
selves as there are distinct groups of persons about whose opinion he 
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cares. He generally shows a different side of himself to each of these differ-
ent groups.”14 The final self in William James’s category, the spiritual self, 
is “a man’s inner or subjective being, his psychic faculties or disposi-
tions.”15 It consists of how we perceive our own emotions, wishes, values, 
interests, motives and abilities: we either think of ourselves as successful 
or unsuccessful, good or bad, honest or dishonest. In the most general 
sense, the self could be the awareness of oneself as different from anything 
and anyone, existing idiosyncratically in the whole universe. The self, then, 
begins to form after birth as one gains experience through living. From 
James’s definition of the spiritual self, it is clear that spiritual refers to the 
process from birth to death, neither before nor after. Self, therefore, at the 
beginning of Modern psychology, has become a concept to be understood 
only with reference to human life. 

Carl Gustav Jung analyses the self as the centre of several archetypes: 
the self is the most significant and the most difficult to understand. Jungi-
an archetypes “are images and thoughts which have universal meanings 
across cultures, which may show up in dreams, literature, art or religion.”16 
There is the persona/mask, which is the social and public persona we show 
to others. Next comes the anima/animus, which is the maleness in female 
bodies and the femaleness in male bodies. Then there is the shadow, which 
is the dark and animal side of us, or, in Jung’s words, “the inferior part of 
the psyche”, which “contains more than something merely negative.”17 It 
can help us realise our most creative or destructive sides. Finally, there is 
the self. To him, the self is a process of fulfilling one’s potential and creat-
ing one’s personality. His view of the self is similar to self-actualisation in 
that he believes the ultimate aim of everyone is to achieve a self. Therefore, 
in his books, he discusses the concept in line with personality, namely, 
Jungian Personality Theory. The personality has two cores: the ego and the 
self. The ego is the core of conscious identity, and the self is the core of all 
three archetypes, including consciousness, the unconscious, and the ego. 
Jung describes the self as follows: 
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the totality of the psyche. The self is not only the centre, but also the 
whole circumference which embraces both conscious and unconscious; it 
is the centre of this totality, just as the ego is the centre of consciousness.18 

Jung considers the realisation of the self to be the ultimate goal of self-
growth. To him, it 

is the supreme realisation of the innate idiosyncrasy of a living being. It is 
an act of high courage flung in the face of life, the absolute affirmation of 
all that constitutes the individual, the most successful adaptation to the 
universal conditions of existence coupled with the most incredible possible 
freedom for self-determination.19 

He even goes further by calling the self “the God within us” metaphori-
cally.20 Despite this favourable metaphor, Carl Jung, in his book The Undis-
covered Self, states that a human being “lacks all criteria for self-
judgement”. However, he is a “unique phenomenon” who cannot be com-
pared with anything else.21 Carl Jung, unlike his mentor Sigmund Freud, 
developed a more humanistic understanding of the self and became an 
eminent figure in modern personality theory. Similar to William James, 
Carl Jung also evaluates the self in terms of human abilities, potentialities, 
and fulfilments.  

Erik Erikson, though also influenced by Sigmund Freud, developed a 
more humanist orientation to the concept. Erikson believed that personali-
ty development and human growth unfold in eight stages, as outlined in 
the Theory of Psychosocial Development. The eight stages, covering the 
whole lifespan, are: basic trust vs. basic mistrust, which occurs during the 
first year of life. At this stage, the child is dependent on parents for basic 
needs such as food, love, warmth, safety, and nurturing. The next stage is 
autonomy vs. shame and doubt, which occurs during early childhood. Toi-
let training, learning to control bodily functions, making food choices, and 
selecting toys and clothing are vital at this stage. The third psychosocial 
stage is the initiative vs. guilt stage. It covers the preschool years, during 
which children discover their strengths through play. The fourth stage is 
industry vs. inferiority, occurring from the early school years to age eleven. 
Encouragement is vital at this stage, as it empowers the child to develop 
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newly discovered skills and fosters a sense of pride. The fifth stage, identity 
vs. role confusion, takes place during the teenage years and has a lifelong 
impact on development. Encouragement is also vital at this stage, helping a 
person adapt to a healthy life in society. The next stage is intimacy vs. iso-
lation, which occurs during early adulthood. At this stage, people form 
close relationships with others, and if they are successful, these relation-
ships will be enduring. Another stage of adulthood is generativity vs. stag-
nation. During this stage, people generally focus on their careers and fami-
ly. If they are successful, they will feel part of the world and actively con-
tribute to it. If they fail, they will feel useless and not belong in the world 
they live in. The final psychosocial stage is ego integrity vs. despair, which 
occurs during old age, when people reflect on their past with either happi-
ness or regret.22 To Erikson, each stage involves a conflict in which a per-
son either gains or fails to gain a quality; “if they fail to deal effectively with 
these conflicts, they may not develop the essential skills needed for a 
strong sense of self.”23 From here, it can be stated that, in the development 
of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, Erik Erikson’s psychological contributions 
are of utmost importance. The psychological contributions of William 
James, Carl Jung, and Erik Erikson have clearly laid the groundwork for the 
concept of self in subsequent studies. 

The American existential psychologist Rollo May discusses the kind of 
self that reaches its highest potential. To him, human nature does not 
reach selfhood only through good. It is the anxiety to prove oneself and to 
maintain one’s standing against the unacceptable that creates the self. May, 
accepting the existential philosophical background, namely Heidegger’s 
Dasein analysis,24 considers man as being thrown into this world—
thrownness—without his will.25 Thus, to him, this world can be interpret-
ed with three concepts: Umwelt, the environment around us, the natural 
world for all creatures; Mitwelt, relations with other people, a with-world 
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only for humans; and Eigenwelt, the relationship with our self, one’s own 
self-world.26 Individuals can only survive in the natural world by being part 
of Mitwelt (society). Of these three worlds, man should find meaning to 
actualise his potentialities, namely, the self.27 If he does not become part of 
society (Mitwelt) and does not obey the rules, he would barely survive. 
However, excessive obedience will not allow him to explore his potential. 
Therefore, individuals should always be courageous enough to question 
the meaning of life.28 The third world of Eigenwelt (world of self), in which 
the individual is free to do and to become whatever he likes, should care-
fully integrate itself with the first and second worlds of Umwelt and Mit-
welt for a self to develop healthily. There would, from time to time, be an 
imbalance or a fight between the three worlds to gain power over others. 
However, a balance should be developed between the worlds for the self to 
be actualised and discover its potentialities. Human beings have free will, 
which allows them to choose and act. Therefore, according to May, actual-
ising the self is only possible through listening to our anxieties, facing our-
selves, society and the world, seeing the obstacles and overcoming them.29 
If one insists on ignoring his anxieties, he will never be able to actualise his 
potentialities, which will lead to self-destruction through violence or men-
tal illness.30 While many theories are reductionist, Maslow’s theory lends 
itself to a number of theories. For example, Jean-Paul Ricoeur emphasises 
the reductionist character of Nietzsche, Marx, and Freud’s theories, argu-
ing that they are reduced to the concepts of Übermensch, capital, and sex-
uality, respectively. By contrast, Maslow’s theory is open to a number of 
theories and approaches. When discussing the Hierarchy of Needs, it is 
impossible to avoid philosophical theories such as existentialism, personal-
ism, and meliorism. 

The interpretation of the self will not be complete without mentioning 
Ricoeur. His understanding of the self is radically different from that of the 
thinkers mentioned above. To Ricoeur, selfhood implies a variety of inter-
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pretations. In the first place, it goes beyond the subject and contradicts 
René Descartes’ “I think, therefore I am,” which excludes the other. His 
lecture “Self as an Other” emphasises the unambiguous nature of the no-
tion of self and states that selfhood implies otherness.31 Ricoeur goes on to 
elaborate the idea by pointing out that “understanding oneself as another 
involves treating the other when encountered in the world with empathy 
and respect.”32 In line with his contributions to the notion, Ricoeur’s in-
terpretation of the self enriches the self-concept. The existence of various 
and conflicting views on the notion of self vividly shows that there is no 
certainty about this ambiguous term. 

Looking at these philosophical and psychological ideas side by side, we 
see that the concept of the self is not a simple thing or a fixed core within 
us. Instead, it is a journey of growth that unfolds over time, shaped by our 
bodies, relationships, and experiences. It moves between body and soul, 
possibility and reality, solitude and connection, worry and meaning. From 
Plato’s idea of a three-part soul and Aristotle’s goal of eudaimonia to 
James’s view of the many selves we carry, Jung’s archetypes, Erikson’s 
stages of psychosocial development, May’s focus on existential anxiety, and 
Ricoeur’s idea that selfhood always involves others, the self appears as a 
rich mix of potentials, struggles, and interpretations—not a fixed, un-
changing fact. It's in this ever-changing, sometimes debated space that our 
modern idea of self-actualisation begins to take shape. In the sections 
ahead, I move from this broad history of the self to exploring the specific 
idea of self-actualisation—how it has grown, been understood, challenged, 
and refined—and clarify what this sense of growth means for this study, 
especially in relation to Penelope Fitzgerald’s life and work. 
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1.2. Self-Actualisation: Past and Present 

“To the Freudian psychologist, man is a creature dominated by neurotic drives: to the behavi-
ourist, man is an animal responding mechanically to stimuli. Each in his own way focuses on 

man’s weaknesses. But THE THIRD FORCE - dynamic, positive, progressive  recognizes 
man’s aspiration to love, esteem, knowledge, and beauty.” 

- Jack Ensign Addington, Abundant Living 

The concept of self-actualisation has been studied within the field 
known as Third Force Psychology or Humanistic Psychology. What distin-
guishes Third Force Psychology from the first, Behaviourism, and the sec-
ond, Psychoanalysis (in some sources, the first two forces are used inter-
changeably) is that it embraces the analysis of morals and the meaning of 
life. The behavioural and Freudian theories of Psychoanalysis, namely the 
first and second forces, dedicated themselves to the problems of the men-
tally ill, focusing on the pathology of diseases. The Third Force of Human-
istic Psychology emerged in the 1950s and 60s with a more positive ap-
proach, emphasising happiness and well-being and the potentialities of 
human beings. Later, in the 1970s, a fourth force, Transpersonal Psycholo-
gy, emerged, emphasising the mind, body, and spirit.33 

Like Carl Rogers’ person-centred approach to understanding the prob-
lem-solving self and Maslow’s theory of self-actualisation, the Third Force 
Psychology seeks to answer the questions “What is a human being?”, 
“What is the nature of subjective, lived experience?”, “What is our poten-
tial?”, “How can we best promote growth and change?”, and “What are we 
part of?”34 Thus, the core of Humanistic Psychology is to bring out human 
potential and its development through self-actualisation. 

Abraham Maslow considers fulfilling one’s potential vital for happi-
ness: 

A musician must make music, an artist must paint, a poet must write, if he 
is to be ultimately happy. What a man can be, he must be. This need we 
may call self-actualization.35 
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Although Abraham Maslow analysed and described the concept of self-
actualisation in detail, many psychologists have indirectly laid the ground-
work for its interpretation as well. 

Alfred Adler (1870-1937) was one of the founding fathers of self-
actualisation theory. He was interested in the healthy person and empha-
sised the need to “create a positive social change and impact.”36 He called 
his psychology Individual Psychology because, in his view, human beings 
are individual wholes. According to Adler, Individual Psychology emerged 
as an attempt to acknowledge “the mysterious creative power of life,” in 
other words, an individual should pursue the desire for growth and the 
search for life’s purpose, the power to recover after each failure, and the 
wish for betterment.37 

Adler’s theoretical views on human psychology and life are optimistic 
and humanistic, as his view of psychology is value-centred, emphasising 
people’s ability to fully cooperate, yearn for personal growth, and take part 
in “the common welfare.”38 Alfred Adler’s psychological model of human 
drives/motivating forces influenced Abraham Maslow, who believed the 
model “could facilitate the movement toward actualization.”39 Adler’s psy-
chological model of human drives culminates in the “striving for perfec-
tion” stage. It is preceded by “striving for aggression,” “striving for com-
pensation/overcome,” and later by “striving for superiority.” The final 
stage towards perfection is the wish “to fulfil our potentials, to come closer 
[...] to our ideal,”40 which is quite similar to the concept in question. He 
believes that every part of the body strives to reach certain targets, and 
these parts “have precise forms to be achieved upon maturity.”41 Further-
more, for him, human beings are naturally forced to face difficulties and 
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problems, but they instinctively strive for perfection in the actualisation of 
their unique selves within their social environment. 

The Austrian psychoanalyst Otto Rank (1884-1939), though not ex-
plicitly mentioning self-actualisation, held similar views on the concept. 
Rank believed that every human being has a will, by which he meant a self-
governing system that primarily governs “the impulsive self”; such a sys-
tem not only governs and develops the environment around it but also 
recreates “its true self.”42 

Although tutored by Freud, Rank moved sharply away from his tutor’s 
analysis of human psychology. He believed that everyone can “live more 
artfully, more fully, and with deeper existential awareness.”43 He also held 
that personal growth is forced by will and that “self-awareness [promotes] 
the formation and delineation of the individual self.”44 With the active, 
creative will, Rank considered art as the recreation of oneself. Creativity 
will appear only through one’s approach to independence. According to 
him, there are three types of will: the Adapted type (the average person), 
the Neurotic type (the conflicted person), and the Creative type (the art-
ist). The first type, the Adapted person, has a very weak will. They follow 
society’s norms and do everything expected of them. As a result, they nev-
er fulfil the requirements of a real individual. Such people are identified 
with “conformity, dependability, superficiality, suggestibility, and lack of 
dissatisfaction.”45 The Neurotic type has a stronger will; they worry too 
much and never become healthy. They are perceived as “hostile, negative, 
critical, arrogant, isolated, and guilty.”46 The productive Creative Artist 
types are prone to creating and/or developing something on their own. 
They generally willingly face “life’s limitation to create. [They] take what is 
given and use it to make something new.”47 Therefore, will, for Rank, is 
voluntarily and consciously exercised by the creative self. He considers the 
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Creative Artists as outsiders, describing them as “self-appointed, self-
aware, and intentional in their response to reality’s demands. Of necessity, 
they step outside convention. They recognise themselves as others and 
outsiders and are reconciled to their difference.”48 People who have the will 
to create their own idiosyncratic selves in life are considered free and inde-
pendent artistic individuals. With all these features, then, the artistic hu-
man can be regarded as self-actualised. 

The term self-actualisation was first proposed by the German neurolo-
gist and psychiatrist Kurt Goldstein (1878-1965) and later developed by 
Abraham Maslow (1908-1970). Goldstein defines the concept as the ten-
dency to realise one’s own competencies.49 Goldstein believes that there is 
an inborn tendency to creativity in human nature, which he identifies with 
self-actualisation; “in other words, the striving to realise potentialities and 
to be expressive.”50 He believes that self-actualisation is not an aim to be 
pursued in the future, but can be realised at any time in the present. In 
this, he differs from Maslow; to him, the concept is “a motive; and for 
Maslow, it is a level of development.”51 Belonging to the organismic psy-
chology tradition, Goldstein’s understanding of the concept is organismic. 
To him, there is an organisation within the human organism, and “any-
thing that occurs in any part of it affects the whole.”52 However, for 
Maslow, one actualises oneself only through a set of hierarchies. 

Moreover, the environment plays one of the most essential roles in the 
actualising process for Goldstein. The environment should set the ground 
for the requirements and necessities of the self-actualisation process. To 
Goldstein, the organism (human) actualises itself in the environment; 
thus, it must find a way to cope with it, since one’s potentialities 

are sometimes frustrated and sometimes promoted by the environment. If 
the organism is to survive and flourish, it must come to terms with the en-
vironment and achieve some sort of stability and balance.53 
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In the same vein, Goldstein believes that people actualise themselves to 
the extent that the environment allows them to do so. 

Erich Fromm (1900-1980), another well-known humanistic psycholo-
gist, also believes in the psychological development of man, for whom love, 
freedom, individuation, wisdom, mind/reason, and the realisation of one-
self in society through forming a healthy bond are vital. To Fromm, man is 
a social being shaped by love. If a man wants to be happy and develop him-
self healthily, he must form strong bonds with the social environment 
through love; for one cannot have love unless one loves anyone other than 
himself, “without true humility, courage and discipline.”54 Contrary to 
Freudian thought, which holds that man is inherently evil, Fromm regards 
human goodness as inborn. He believes that “modern man has lost his way 
in his search for perfection, or self-realization,”55 and that to find his way 
he must “be independent and free;” loving mankind and by being able to 
differentiate the good from the evil, by listening “to the voice of his con-
science and to be able to follow it.”56 Moreover, he believed that it is al-
most impossible to exclude freedom from human existence and being and 
that to be free is to use one’s reason. With the correlation of liberty and 
reason, there comes productiveness, which signifies that man can realise 
his unhidden powers.57 

This being said, Fromm, overall, believed that by developing one’s rea-
son and finding harmony with the environment, man must possess the art 
of loving to realise himself. To maintain such an art, one must show disci-
pline, concentration, patience, and a supreme concern for others and one-
self, avoiding narcissism. After such a gain, man becomes aware of his in-
dividual self, and, as in self-actualisation, he will always instinctively strive 
to remain a self-realising being. 

Carl Rogers’ (1902-1987) view of self-actualisation holds that a self-
actualising person is a fully functioning person. Contrary to Maslow, he 
believes that self-actualisation, or what he calls the good life, is a continu-
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ing process rather than a state: “It is a direction, not a destination.”58 He 
believes that people have one basic motive: self-actualisation and the ful-
filment of their potential. To fulfil these potentials, Rogers emphasises the 
environment and childhood experience, underscoring the understanding of 
a person’s personality and how they perceive themselves and interpret 
events in their world.59 Rogers believes that only in this way will people 
achieve the good life. 

According to Rogers, people are born good and have a natural striving 
for goodness; and when they are free to choose, they appear to be striving 
for answers to their life’s goal; an escape from compelling images of what 
they have to be; meeting other people’s expectations and pleasing them; 
moving towards autonomy and openness to any experience they encoun-
ter; accepting others as they accept themselves; and finally, trusting and 
valuing their own process throughout their lives.60 

According to Rogers, when we go through the process of actualising 
the things we strive for, we are moving towards the good life of a fully 
functioning person. Moreover, he presumes that fully functioning people 
share certain characteristics in common: 

1. Ever-embracing attitude towards experience. 
2. Ever-increasing existential living—by living each moment to the fullest. 
3. An increasing trust in his organism, by trusting their own judgment 

and their ability to behave accordingly. 
4. The process of functioning more fully, by shouldering a responsibility for 

one’s behaviour. 
5. Creativity as an element of “the good life”—without seeking approval. 
6. Basic trustworthiness of human nature—by behaving in a more bal-

anced and rational way. 
7. The greater richness of life comes from experiencing emotions like joy, 

pain, love, and fear more intensely than others.61 
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For Rogers, such human traits can be achieved by anyone, at any time 
throughout their life journey—as “the good life” is not an end but a pro-
cess of becoming and change. 

Viktor E. Frankl (1905-1997), a Holocaust survivor of the Auschwitz 
concentration camp, developed the concept of self-actualisation to a higher 
level, which he called self-transcendence. In his major works, The Will to Mean-
ing and Man’s Search for Meaning, Frankl explains self-transcendence as the 
ultimate level and final state in the process of becoming a whole human. 
He believes that achieving the true meaning of life requires realising one’s 
potential by engaging with the outside world.62 Frankl believes that the 
way to transcendence and a good life is achieved only when people direct 
their attention to others rather than themselves.63 Moreover, to live the 
good life, one should have the will to meaning, one of the significant con-
cepts Frankl has contributed to humanistic psychology, which he called 
logotherapy. Logotherapy deals with the future of a patient, especially the 
aims “to be fulfilled by the patient in his future.”64 When people experience a 
meaning-seeking life, they aim to actualise their competences, thereby liv-
ing the good life. The fact that his patients did not commit suicide under 
unbearable circumstances proves that certain things and values make the 
world worthy to live in despite its arduousness.65 He believed that man 
should find the reason for living and the meaning of his life. According to 
Frankl, self-actualisation should not be considered an end, for 

like happiness, self-actualization is an effect, the effect of meaning fulfil-
ment. Only to the extent that man fulfils a meaning out there in the world 
does he fulfil himself. If he sets out to actualize himself rather than fulfil a 
meaning, self-actualization immediately loses its justification.66 

As a Holocaust survivor, Frankl came to understand that one thing 
could never be taken from him, his freedom to search for meaning. He 
always focused on the unfinished writings he had begun before his impris-
onment. To him, this belief in men’s capacity to cling to life through rea-
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sons that lead them to actualise and thus transcend themselves was cen-
tral. 

Although the concept of self-actualisation was initially vague, it did not 
emerge out of nowhere. The idea, developed and investigated in detail by 
Abraham Maslow, has become a milestone of Humanistic Psychology. 
Taken together, these diverse thinkers show that self-actualisation is not 
an isolated invention but the culmination of long-standing concerns with 
human growth, freedom, creativity and meaning. From Adler’s striving for 
perfection and Rank’s creative will, through Goldstein’s organismic ten-
dency to realise potentialities, Fromm’s art of loving and Rogers’s “good 
life” as a process, to Frankl’s self-transcendence and will to meaning, the 
concept emerges as a way of naming the human being’s persistent orienta-
tion towards fulfilment in and with the world. Against this background, 
Maslow’s formulation of self-actualisation can be seen both as a synthesis 
and as a distinctive reconfiguration of these ideas. The following section, 
therefore, turns to Maslow’s own theory in detail, to clarify the specific 
understanding of self-actualising growth that underpins this study and will 
later inform its reading of Penelope Fitzgerald’s life and work. 
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1.3. Abraham Maslow’s Self-Actualisation 

“Every living organism is fulfilled when it follows the right path for its own nature.” 
– Marcus Aurelius 

The core of Humanistic Psychology, or the Third Force in psychology, 
is the idea that the human being shapes the quality of his existence. Kurt 
Goldstein and Carl Rogers inspired Abraham Maslow (1908-1970); how-
ever, he is the most well-known figure associated with the concept of self-
actualisation. For Maslow, every human being has “an inborn tendency to 
make the most out of their talents and potentialities,” which he called self-
actualisation.67 Humanists also believe that human beings have an “inner 
need or desire to fulfil one’s potential,” and this is directly connected to the 
theory of self-actualisation.68 This inspirational theory holds that human 
beings can use their will and intelligence to overcome the trials they en-
counter throughout their lives. Additionally, Maslow believes that human 
beings can do more than this and discusses these experiences in his theory 
of peak experiences. 

Abraham Maslow was initially interested in philosophy, but when he 
entered the world of behaviourism and psychoanalysis, he criticised both 
approaches, eventually setting out to develop Humanistic Psychology and 
his hierarchy of needs, which remain influential in the twenty-first century. 
Although influenced by Carl Rogers, Maslow developed a different under-
standing of self-actualisation. For Rogers, “Self-actualization was within 
the grasp of most people, but to Maslow it was reserved for a special few.” 
69According to Maslow, self-actualisation is the highest level of the hierar-
chy of needs, with all needs arranged from the most basic to the most ab-
stract. It must be noted, however, that Maslow never actually presented 
the hierarchy in the form of a pyramid, the form which other psychologists 
developed. 

The hierarchy begins with physiological needs. In Motivation and Person-
ality (1954), Abraham Maslow discusses the biological requirements for 
these needs. The primary needs of a healthy man are water, salt, sugar, 
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protein, fat, calcium, oxygen, minerals, hormones and vitamins, along with 
sexual desire, sleep, sheer activity and exercise.70 This basic level is the 
most important of all needs, because 

for the man who is extremely and dangerously hungry, no other interests 
exist but food. He dreams food, he remembers food, he thinks about food, 
he emotes only about food, he perceives only food, and he wants only 
food.71 

When physiological needs are met satisfactorily, the second level of the 
hierarchy emerges: the safety needs. These needs include “security; stabil-
ity; dependency; protection; freedom from fear, from anxiety and chaos; 
need for structure, order, law, limits; strength in the protector” in adults as 
well as in children.72 When these first two needs are reasonably met, the 
belongingness and love needs emerge. At this stage, people strive for affec-
tion and need a companion in their lives; a friend, a lover, a husband or 
wife, a family, and children, to the extent that he “may even forget that 
once, when he was hungry, he sneered at love as unreal or unnecessary or 
unimportant.”73 Accordingly, belongingness and love needs are more liter-
ary than scientific, in that Maslow believes this theme is a more “common 
theme in novels, autobiographies, poems, and plays and also in the newer 
sociological literature.”74 Maslow claims that in literature we can observe 

the destructive effects on children of moving too often; of disorientation; of 
the general over-mobility that is forced by industrialization; of being with-
out roots, or of despising one’s roots, one’s origins, one’s group; of being 
torn from one’s home and family, and friends and neighbors; of being a 
transient or a newcomer rather than a native. We still underplay the deep 
importance of the neighborhood, of one’s territory, of one’s clan, of one’s 
own “kind,” one’s class, one’s gang, one’s familiar working colleagues.75 

As people achieve a sense of belonging and love to some extent, they 
develop a need for self-respect, which Maslow discusses under the esteem 
needs. He divides esteem needs into two kinds: the wish to develop skills 
to feel confident in front of others, and the desire to earn fame, be the fo-
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cus of attention, and be appreciated by others.76 When people satisfy their 
esteem needs, they have a sense of being worthy and valuable to the world. 
Conversely, when the opposite is the case, they feel weak, inferior, and of 
no use to the world. Of all the self-esteem needs, Maslow considers “re-
spect from others” a healthier esteem than the drive for “external fame or 
celebrity and unwarranted adulation.”77 When the first four needs, which 
Maslow calls deficiency needs or D-needs, are met to a certain degree, a 
yearning arises to “to become everything that one is capable of becom-
ing,”78 known as the need for self-actualisation. Changing from person to 
person, the need for self-actualisation may be the “desire to be an ideal 
mother” for one, and the desire for “painting pictures” for another.79 Self-
actualisation is more than a D-need for Abraham Maslow. A sufficient sat-
isfaction of the basic needs or D-needs is quite as crucial as the self-
actualisation need, but it is not necessarily the only condition to guarantee 
self-actualisation. Additionally, Maslow believes that there are precondi-
tions for basic need satisfaction, and without them, basic needs are almost 
impossible to satisfy. He defines the preconditions as 

freedom to speak, freedom to do what one wishes so long as no harm is 
done to others, freedom to express oneself, freedom to investigate and 
seek for information, freedom to defend oneself, justice, fairness, honesty, 
orderliness in the group.80 

The idea of self-actualisation germinated when Maslow was deeply in-
fluenced by his two college teachers. The basis of self-actualisation was laid 
during his journey to understand his professors. Later, he selected his sub-
jects from among personal friends, public and historical figures, including 
Abraham Lincoln, Thomas Jefferson, Albert Einstein, Eleanor Roosevelt, 
Cesar Chavez, Frederick Douglass, William James, Martin Luther King, 
Malcolm X, Spinoza and Mother Teresa, in order to understand the lives of 
self-actualising people, who, in Nietzsche’s description, “became their art”. 
Maslow then defined the characteristics of self-actualising people as given 
below81 
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1. Self-actualisers make judgements correctly and efficiently. They are 
very good at being objective and at hiding their emotions. They can 
easily detect fake and dishonest people. They are open to and not 
afraid of the unknown, and they are very comfortable facing prob-
lems. 

2. Self-actualisers accept their own shortcomings without guilt or 
anxiety. They have a healthy appetite for food, sleep well, and ac-
cept themselves at all levels, including love, safety, belongingness 
and self-esteem. They have an innate distaste for artificiality in oth-
ers; they do not have such shortcomings as guile, hypocrisy, sauci-
ness or showing off. Nevertheless, they do feel ashamed of laziness, 
thoughtlessness, loss of temper, and hurting others. 

3. Self-actualising people are spontaneous, simple and natural. Their 
behaviour and attitudes are natural; their thoughts and emotions 
are unusually unconventional. They never intend to impress others 
by their unconventionality; they are even conventional at times 
when conventions become necessary. 

4. They are problem-centred; self-actualisers are not ego-centred and 
generally focus on problems outside themselves. They have a non-
personal, unselfish mission in life and are concerned for the good 
of humanity. Maslow describes them as people who “seem never to 
get so close to the trees that they fail to see the forest.” They are 
averse to the trivial but delight in philosophical and ethical issues. 

5. The quality of detachment; the need for privacy; although not fully 
understood by others, self-actualising people have an intense need 
for privacy and solitude. They might be mistaken for being cold, 
snobbish, disaffected, unfriendly, or even hostile. Self-actualisers 
can be alone without being lonely. They are decision-makers, self-
starters, and take responsibility for themselves and their own des-
tinies. 

6. Self-actualisers prefer to be independent in their physical and social 
environment. They are not physically or emotionally dependent on 
others, but rather are “self-contained” and rely on their own devel-
opment and potentialities. They trivialise honours, status, prestige, 
and popularity. 

7. Continued freshness of appreciation; self-actualising people have a 
strong sense of beauty: 
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Any sunset may be as beautiful as the first one, any flower may be of 
breath-taking loveliness, even after he has seen a million flowers. The 
thousandth baby he sees is just as miraculous a product as the first one he 
saw.82 

They know real beauty when they see it; while others enjoy material 
things, they prefer nature, spending time with children, or listening to 
good music. They are experts in counting their blessings. 

8. The mystic experience; the peak experience; though not all self-
actualisers reach the mystic peak experience, some self-actualisers 
reach “the feeling of great ecstasy and wonder and awe, the loss of 
placing in time and space.”83 Maslow names self-actualisers as 
peakers and other self-actualisers as non-peakers. The peakers are 
more in harmony with the world; they live in the realm of poetry 
and aesthetics. These people are religious at their core, while non-
peaking self-actualisers are people like politicians or reformers; the 
peakers are more “apt to write the poetry, the music, the philoso-
phies, and the religions.” 

9. Gemeinschaftsgefühl, meaning social interest and community feeling 
in German, involves people who develop a deep understanding of 
and fondness for humanity. Self-actualisers are generally saddened 
by humanity's shortcomings, so they develop a sense of compassion 
to help and improve them. 

10. Interpersonal relations: these people build better relationships than 
others. They develop deep relationships with a very few; their circle 
of friends is relatively small. These people are kinder and more pa-
tient with others. They have a closer bond with children and com-
passion for all mankind. When necessary, they do speak harshly to 
those who are wrong. 

11. The democratic character structure; self-actualisers are democratic 
in the most profound sense. They develop a deep respect for peo-
ple, regardless of their ancestral, ethnic, and educational back-

                                                           
82  See 

a) Abraham H. Maslow, Motivation and Personality (New York: Harper & Row, 1970), 
153–71; 
b) Larry A. Hjelle and Daniel J. Ziegler, Personality Theories: Basic Assumptions, Research, 
and Applications (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1992), 474–79. 

83  Maslow, Motivation and Personality, 165. 



PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION | 43 

 

grounds, and are open to learning. They prefer friends of character, 
capacity, and talent rather than of birth, race, blood, name, family, 
age, fame, or power. 

12. Self-actualising people are able to distinguish between right and 
wrong, and between good and bad. They have ethical standards, 
although not in the conventional sense. A few of them believe in 
God or are religious. They are able to listen to themselves wisely 
and make growth choices. Self-actualisation also means working 
hard to realise one’s objectives. 

13. Self-actualising people have an uncommon sense of humour. They 
never laugh at jokes that hurt people or at others’ inferiority. Their 
sense of humour is more philosophical; their jokes always have a 
message or purpose. They appear soberer or more serious than 
others, smiling at jokes rather than laughing. 

14. For Maslow, creativity is essential to self-actualisation. In one way 
or another, every self-actualiser is creative. He considers writing 
books, composing music, or producing art objects as highly creative 
and requiring special talents. Moreover, he believes that being able 
to prepare a first-rate homemade soup, like his mother-in-law, is 
more creative than second-rate poetry. 

15. Self-actualising people get along with their culture and resist encul-
turation in a meaningful sense, i.e., they maintain a certain de-
tachment from it. They are quite able to see beyond the limits of 
their own culture. They do not fight against insignificant social rit-
uals or regulations. They are neither over-socialised, robotised, nor 
ethnocentric.84 

From the above-mentioned characteristics of self-actualising people, it 
must not be inferred that they are god-like figures in the art of living or 
models of perfection. They can, at times, be “thoughtless, socially impolite, 
cold, boring, irritating, stubborn, ruthless, forgetful, humourless, silly, an-
gered, superficially prideful, naively kind, anxious, guilty, and conflicted.”85 

                                                           
84  See 

a) Abraham H. Maslow, Motivation and Personality (New York: Harper & Row, 1970), 
153–71; 
b) Larry A. Hjelle and Daniel J. Ziegler, Personality Theories: Basic Assumptions, Research, 
and Applications (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1992), 474–79. 

85  Allen, Personality Theories, 237. 



44 | PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION 

Despite such imperfections, Maslow described self-actualising people as 
excellent specimens of psychological health, and we are all reminded that 
humanity has tremendous potential waiting to be realised. 

Abraham Maslow discusses the concept of self-actualisation in his fa-
mous books Motivation and Personality (1954), Towards a Psychology of Being 
(1962), Religions, Values and Peak-Experiences (1964), and The Farther Reaches 
of Human Nature (1971). In Motivation and Personality, Maslow provides a 
detailed account of the theory and the characteristics of self-actualising 
people. Additionally, he discusses how self-actualising people understand 
and live the phenomenon of love. 

Maslow claims that self-actualising people understand and experience 
love differently from others. He defines love as “a feeling of tenderness and 
affection with great enjoyment, happiness, satisfaction, elation, and even 
ecstasy in experiencing this feeling.”86 By the same token, he suggests that 
healthy individuals, namely the actualising selves, drop their defences and 
experience an absence of anxiety. They are honest in their relationships, 
which enables them to be the people they really are and still love each oth-
er.87 Maslow’s subjects are not deprived of love; their love is mutual, and 
they can love and express it towards a small number of people. As for sex-
uality, Maslow suggests that because self-actualising people keep things 
private, it is not easy to define or judge them in this regard. However, he 
tries to make points by drawing a parallel between their attitudes towards 
sexuality and food. He draws attention to the fact that these people both 
enjoy food and find it a basic daily necessity, among many others. They are 
aware that “the higher things cannot be built until the lower ones are 
built.”88 Erich Fromm defines love as follows: 

The affirmation of one’s own life, happiness, growth, freedom, is rooted in 
one’s capacity to love, i.e., in care, respect, responsibility, and knowledge. 
If an individual is able to love productively, he loves himself too; if he can 
love only others, he cannot love at all.89 

Abraham Maslow, highly influenced by Fromm, also states that care, 
responsibility and concern for another person are present in the actualising 
person; 
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The loving husband can get as much pleasure from his wife’s pleasure as 
he can from his own. The loving mother would rather cough herself than 
hear her child cough, and as a matter of fact would willingly take on to her 
own shoulders the disease of her child, since it would be less painful for 
her to have it than to see and hear her child have it. [...] An illness in the 
good couple is an illness of the couple rather than a misfortune of one of 
the pair. Equal responsibility is automatically taken, and it is as if they 
were both simultaneously struck.90 

Unlike other humanistic psychologists, Maslow considers fun, gaiety, 
elation, and feelings of well-being to be ingredients of love. The relation-
ship between the two lovers can be compared to children's games; it is 
cheerful and humorous. They also respect their partner’s individuality; they 
do not like to control their partner or minimise their needs and wishes. 

Another idiosyncratic feature of these people is that their creativity dif-
fers from that of others. For Maslow, being self-actualising is almost equiv-
alent to being creative. To him, creative people live in the moment and are 
not obsessed with their past or future. Instead, they focus on the present to 
shape their futures. Maslow argues that highly creative people and wise old 
people are as innocent as children in their perceptions and behaviour. They 
are also independent and free from others’ influences. They lack ego and 
fear, which helps them find their own true identities with full strength and 
courage. They accept and trust themselves and the world around them as 
they are. In their perceptions, creative actualisers are aesthetic rather than 
abstract. They are more natural in their expressions.91 Ultimately, for 
Maslow, creativity is a common trait of all self-actualisers. Creativity, he 
assumed, also meant health, self-actualisation, and full humanness.92 

With this new humanist understanding of human nature, Maslow con-
tinues to attract the attention of psychologists, sociologists, and philoso-
phers. Maslow believes that only a small minority of the population can 
reach self-actualisation, and that this minority has the capacity to change 
the whole culture. After the publication of the book, Maslow was criticised 
for being idealistic and for promoting Utopian ideas. However, he always 
believed that this concept was not a luxury but a state of human evolution. 
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It is well known that Abraham Maslow’s theory has yielded important 
results since its emergence, even though it falls short of the scientific 
methodological requirements, as some critics claim. Lloyd Greene and 
George Burke believe that the concept is “much like a mantra and has been 
widely accepted, though initially it was not empirically tested.”93 Neverthe-
less, as Maslow says, 

The problem of mental health and illness is so urgent that any bits of in-
formation are helpful. If we were to wait for conventionally reliable data, 
we should have to wait forever.94 

This being the case, the concept of self-actualisation was subject to 
many criticisms. For Cecil Holden Patterson, for example, the concept de-
nies individuality. Edmund Griffith Williamson, another critic, condemned 
the concept as antisocial. Robert White, a Harvard psychologist, found self-
actualisation too selfish and self-centred. Arthur Aron “went even further, 
suggesting that individuals following Maslow would become self-indulgent 
solipsists with no interest in social problems and with little critical judg-
ment.”95 Edward R. Whitson and Paul V. Olczak argue that “many of these 
responses may be attributable to misconceptions and misunderstandings 
regarding the nature, conceptualisation, and meaning of the self-
actualisation construct.”96 Despite this criticism, Maslow always consid-
ered the self-actualisation theory profitable, and he maintained that it did 
not contradict itself. 

In the twenty-first century, Maslow’s self-actualisation theory remains 
central to social studies. The concept seems to fit within multidisciplinary 
studies, including literature. Many literary studies focus on the characters 
in novels and how they actualise themselves. However, the book focuses 
on the enduring legacy of Penelope Fitzgerald’s life and the arduous pro-
cess of her self-actualisation from birth to death. It would be a slight exag-
geration to say that, while reading Maslow’s theory of self-actualisation 
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and viewing its stages in detail, it was impossible not to be astonished at 
how each characteristic of the theory fitted her way of life. 

Maslow’s ideas about self-actualisation and the critiques they received 
present both a captivating way to talk about life and some challenges when 
applying them to someone like Penelope Fitzgerald. His descriptions of 
creativity, independence, humour, love, and peak moments beautifully 
highlight her late-blooming career and her quiet, tenacious search for 
meaning. However, his model also has limitations—such as overlooking 
factors like gender, class, cultural constraints, and recognition politics—
which means we can't simply see Fitzgerald as a classic “self-actualiser.” In 
the chapters that follow, therefore, I use Maslow more as a conversational 
partner, a set of questions and ideas to explore how Fitzgerald envisioned, 
delayed, challenged, and ultimately reshaped her own “idealised self.” 
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1.4. Female Contrapuntal “Gaze” on Self and Soul 
As the previous chapters show, the concepts of soul, mind, body, self 

and self-actualisation have been under the gaze of Western white male 
discourse. This being the case, the pure white masculine perspective, in a 
way, carries a racial implication. This perspective has, for so long, been 
androcentric, sexist, masculinist and elitist. Therefore, it is crucial to bring 
a counterpoint perspective to the Western white male view, also known as 
master narratives, by Western and non-Western, white and non-white 
fe/male thought. Feminist philosophers and critics have had good reasons 
to oppose the paradoxical ideas of a number of their male counterparts. 
For instance, Aristotle considered women inferior to men. In the same line, 
it is hard to accept when Plato praises those 

who long to beget spiritually, not physically, the progeny which it is the 
nature of the soul to create and bring to birth. If you ask what that progeny 
is, it is wisdom and virtue in general.... Everyone would prefer children 
such as these to children after the flesh.97 

In this way, Simone de Beauvoir’s consideration of childbirth as entire-
ly passive and “dehumanising” cannot be accepted either. 

However, before discussing feminist philosophers’ thoughts on self and 
soul and their relationship, one important point must be noted. It is wrong 
to claim that the majority of white male ideas about women’s selves are 
supremacist. For instance, Samuel Johnson, famous for his friendships and 
conversations with women such as Elizabeth Carter, Hester Thrale and 
Elizabeth Montagu, considered women not only equal to men but even 
surpassing them in their capacity to think and create: “Men know that 
women are an overmatch for them, and therefore they choose the weakest 
or the most ignorant. If they did not think so, they never could be afraid of 
women knowing as much as themselves.”98 His views on marriage also 
differ from the fixed, eighteenth-century negative attitudes towards wom-
en. He advised men to marry women equal to them in knowledge, so that 
their life would be more meaningful and give them the chance to share 
their problems with them.99 
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The German poet Goethe, like his forefathers who believed “that there 
was something holy in women,”100 greatly esteemed and admired his 
mother, to whom he owed all his skills and characteristics.101 The follow-
ing lines also give precedence to his mother: “From father my inheritance / 
Is stature and conduct steady. / From mother I have my love of romance / 
And a tongue that’s ever ready.”102 Friedrich Schiller, Goethe’s contempo-
rary, despite emphasising biological differences between males and fe-
males, praises women for their “grace,” “dignity,” “modest manners,” 
“strength,” and “pride” in his famous poem “Honor to Woman” (Worth of 
Woman): 

Honor to woman! To her it is given 

To garden the earth with the roses of heaven!  

All blessed, she linketh the loves in their choir 

In the veil of the graces her beauty concealing,  

She tends on each altar that’s hallowed to feeling,  

And keeps ever-living the fire! 

The American writer Henry James, for example, not without the influ-
ence of his brother William James, emphasises the complex nature of the 
self-concept through his famous female character Mme Merle in his mas-
terpiece The Portrait of a Lady: “What shall we call our ‘self’? Where does it 
begin? Where does it end? It overflows into everything that belongs to 
us—and then it flows back again.”103 Moreover, through his heroine, Isabel 
Archer, he emphasises women’s search for freedom and self-affirmation. In 
an 1880 reply letter to his friend Grace Norton, Henry James indicates that 
his heroine deserved justification; “In truth everyone, in life, is incomplete, 
and it is [in] the work of art that in reproducing them one feels the desire 
to fill them out, to justify them, as it were.”104 

The Italian Nobel Prize-winning writer and playwright Luigi Pirandel-
lo’s (1867-1936) portrayal of his father’s character in Six Characters in 
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Search of an Author (1921) is closer to the truth in its realistic portrayal of 
self in the following lines: 

This is the real drama for me; the belief that we all, you see, think of our-
selves as one single person: but it’s not true: each of us is several different 
people, and all these people live inside us. With one person we seem like 
this and with another we seem very different. But we always have the illu-
sion of being the same person for everybody and of always being the same 
person in everything we do. But it’s not true! It’s not true! We find this out 
for ourselves very clearly when by some terrible chance we’re suddenly 
stopped in the middle of doing something and we’re left dangling there, 
suspended. We realize then, that every part of us was not involved in what 
we’d been doing and that it would be a dreadful injustice of other people to 
judge us only by this one action as we dangle there, hanging in chains, 
fixed for all eternity, as if the whole of one’s personality were summed up 
in that single, interrupted action.105 

Be it otherwise, Virginia Woolf would not express her admiration for 
male essayists, writers, and poets such as Montaigne, William Hazlitt, Ad-
dison, Joseph Conrad, John Donne, Jonathan Swift, and Henry James, to 
name but a few. Nevertheless, she was well aware of the dark male “gaze” 
on women. In A Room of One’s Own, she justly finds it “a strange and al-
most inexplicable fact”106 that the great Greek playwrights, even the mi-
sogynist Euripides, depict women as more than equal to men. But in real 
life, “women were kept in almost Oriental suppression as odalisques or 
drudges.”107 She is also furious with those males, whom she calls savages, 
who question whether women have “souls or not.”108 Strangely enough, 
Virginia Woolf, who considered herself an atheist, claiming that “certainly 
and emphatically there is no God,” was deeply interested in the metaphysi-
cal soul.109 Her interest in the soul must have been sparked by a five-
volume set of Montaigne’s essays translated by Charles Cotton.110 In her 
essay “Montaigne,” she introduces Montaigne’s perception of the soul and 
shares her own. She emphasises the difficulty of defining this metaphysical 
notion. She personifies the soul, stating that it is at odds with the external 
world: “If one has the courage to ask her what she thinks, she is always 
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saying the very opposite of what other people say.”111 She personifies the 
soul as the strangest, a complex and indefinite creature in the world, and 
gives Montaigne’s attributes, modifying the soul as “bashful, insolent; 
chaste, lustful; prating, silent; laborious, delicate; ingenious, heavy; melan-
cholic, pleasant; lying, true; knowing, ignorant; liberal, covetous, and prod-
igal.”112 Virginia Woolf points out the mysteriousness and ambiguity of the 
human soul, calling its pace “so rambling and uncertain,” a sort of weath-
ercock within us.113 

As far as 2012, Patricia Waugh states, “Between the early twenties and 
thirties, there are an extraordinary number of references to the soul and to 
thinking, in Woolf ’s writing.”114 Also, in one of the latest books on Virgin-
ia Woolf, Virginia Woolf: Essays on the Self (2014), Joanna Kavenna points 
out the centrality of the notion of the soul in almost all Woolf’s essays.115 
Kavenna brings together Woolf’s thirteen essays on women’s challenges in 
the Victorian era. The woman, who had a “growing detachment from the 
hierarchy, the patriarchy,” firmly believed in the autonomy of a woman’s 
soul.116 In her 29 December 1940 diary entry, she states her autonomous 
identity: “‘I am I’ and must follow that furrow, not copy another.”117 In 
light of this, it is quite to the point that the frequently quoted “guerrilla 
fighter in a Victorian skirt” became one of the pioneering voices for female 
existence. 

Diana T. Meyers’ book Feminists Rethink the Self, which contains a num-
ber of illuminating essays on how feminist philosophers and critics view 
women’s self, once again underscores the notion's ambiguity. Unlike male 
philosophers, feminist theorists, while defining the self, prefer to focus on 
specific cases and “actual experiences of real people.”118 In addition to this, 
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they emphasise “the importance of taking context into account.”119 The 
context, evidently, comprises the age we live in, the family we grow up in, 
the environment we live in, and many other factors. Annette Baier’s con-
sideration of individuals as “second persons” makes perfect sense. Accord-
ing to her, people are “essentially successors, heirs to other persons who 
formed and cared for them.”120 Penelope Fitzgerald herself is the best ex-
ample of the “second person” in that all her life she had been faithful to 
the legacy of her father and her uncles.121 

Susan J. Brison, in her article “Outliving Oneself,” divides the self into 
three elements: the embodied self, the self as narrative, and the autono-
mous self. The mind-body debate categorises the self as embodied. Ancient 
philosophers separated body and mind, considering the former feminine 
and the mind masculine. Sara Ruddick strongly opposes this view: 

There is nothing intrinsically masculine about mind and objectivity or any-
thing feminine about passion and physicality ... philosophers have tended 
to associate, explicitly or metaphorically, passion, affection, and the body 
with femininity, and the mind with masculinity.122 

While the embodied self questions the relation between body and 
mind, Brison, on the other hand, believes that the narrative self — or “nar-
rative identity,” as the French phenomenology and hermeneutics philoso-
pher Jean Paul Ricoeur defines it,123 also known as the “hermeneutical nar-
rative theory” in philosophy — is “a set of continuous memories, a kind of 
ongoing narrative of one’s past that is extended with each new experi-
ence.”124 Brison builds her argument on the narrative self through the nar-
rative expression of women’s experiences of trauma. She confirms that we 
are selves of the narratives we tell about ourselves. Women who have been 
traumatised by the suppression of “white, healthy, youthfully middle-aged 
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middle-or upper-class, heterosexual, male citizen”125 should construct their 
narratives and tell them “in order to re-externalize”126 their selves.127 

Finally, centring its argument on ethics, the autonomous self “freely 
makes choices and wills action,”128 which has long been overlooked. Offer-
ing a counterpoint to the traditional self-concept, the feminist autonomous 
self is identified with the struggle against dependency, in other words, with 
bringing women’s agency to the oppression of conventional canons. Brison 
argues that the self, as embodied, narrative, and autonomous, is intercon-
nected. By finding a balance between mind and body, “one must (physical-
ly, publicly) say or write (or paint or film) the narrative, and others must 
see or hear it, for one’s survival as an autonomous self to be complete.”129 

While speaking about the relation between body and mind in the em-
bodied self, it is quite to the point to mention Cartesian Dualism by René 
Descartes (1596-1650). The French philosopher considered the mind and 
body to be divisible without denying their interaction. On the other hand, 
he stressed the interconnectedness between these two notions. A century 
later, Elizabeth Carter (1717-1806) wrote a remarkable poem, “A Dia-
logue,” which is an angry disagreement between Body and Mind. Both of 
them have reasons to complain about each other, but the narrator is on the 
side of Mind: “And while in the Dust your dull Ruins decay, I shall snap off 
my Chains, and fly freely away.”130 

The examples above testify to the contrapuntal views of feminist “gaze” 
against the masculine. The term “the oppositional gaze”, introduced by 
Bell Hooks (Gloria Jean Warkins), has had great resonance not only among 
feminist critics and philosophers but also among female writers, black and 
white, over the last two decades. Even before the term was coined, it was 
not only Black female writers such as Harriet Ann Jacobs (1813-1897),131 
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Elizabeth Hobbs Keckley (1819-1907),132 and Harriet E. Wilson (1825-
1900)133 who raised their penetrating voices through their works, but also 
white female writers such as Charlotte Bronte,134 George Eliot135 and poets 
like Elizabeth Barrett Browning,136 Christina Rossetti137 and Emily Dickin-
son, to mention but a few. 

Emily Dickinson’s piercing gaze on women as the other is evident in a 
number of her poems. In her famous poem “I am No-body! Who are 
You?”, a work about male and female self-identity, she questions women’s 
public roles. In this poem, Nobody represents a woman’s identity, por-
trayed as selfless, without any wish to advertise herself. Somebody, on the 
other hand, is a male, who is compared to a “Frog” longing to make him-
self public. Interestingly, Emily Dickinson prefers to be a Nobody rather 
than a Somebody. Besides, Emily Dickinson has several “Soul” poems that 
explore the relationship between the body and the soul. Her poem “The 
Soul Selects Her Own Society” emphasises the alienation and loneliness of 
the powerful feminine soul, able to isolate herself from the male communi-
ty, a state which reflects the lifestyle of Emily Dickinson herself. In another 
soul poem of hers, “The Soul has Bandaged Moments,” the soul is band-
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aged, yet it has “moments of escape/When bursting all the doors/She 
dances like a Bomb, abroad,/ And swings opon the Hours.”138 

The twentieth-century Black female novelist, essayist, poet, and wom-
en’s rights activist Maya Angelou, with poems such as “Still I Rise” and 
autobiographical novels including I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, Woman’s 
Heart, Mom, Me & Mom; Philip Marlene Nourbese, with poems “She Tries 
her Tongue” and “Her Silence Softly Breaks”; and Sonia Sanchez, who fus-
es the public and the personal in her great poems, have all brought a con-
trapuntal understanding to the question of female self. The South African 
Nobel Laureate Nadine Gordimer seems to summarise the self of women 
writers: “writing is always and at once an exploration of self and of the 
world, of individual and collective being.”139 All of them, while condemn-
ing racism, show the painful way towards shaping female identity. 

Unfortunately, the diverse interpretations and arguments about self-
notion do not facilitate its understanding. On the contrary, they testify that 
the self is a multi-layered and intersectional notion formed by a set of 
complex systems. Our behaviour and character depend on our heredity 
(“you are your genes”), education, environment, and many other factors. 
The argument “what makes us what we are” has always been on the agen-
da. Philosophers and critics still give new definitions of self. However, one 
thing is definite: the self is not something metaphysical; it exists, develops, 
and transforms us. It is not something that we can create on our own, as 
the cultural psychologist Hazel Rose Markus states, “You can’t be a self by 
yourself.”140 

The female contrapuntal “gaze” on self and soul gently reveals the ex-
clusions and possibilities within inherited ideas of personhood. Feminist 
philosophers and writers highlight that the self is never just a disembod-
ied, gender-neutral essence. Instead, it is a situated, embodied, narrated, 
and relational journey, shaped by histories of inequality as well as by love, 
care, and creativity. Their voices remind us that any understanding of the 
self that overlooks the context – whether sex, class, race, age, or dependen-
cy – will be incomplete at best and harmful at worst. In the chapters that 
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follow, this contrapuntal perspective will guide us as we explore Penelope 
Fitzgerald’s life and work. We will see how this late-blooming woman 
writer navigated these complex layers of body, mind, and soul, and how 
she created, questioned, and continually reshaped what I like to call her 
“idealised self. 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER II 

A LIFE STORY WITH “NOTHING WASTED”1 

2.1. New Genre: Literary Biography 

“On the whole, I think you should write biographies of  
those you admire and respect, and novels about  

human beings who you think are sadly mistaken.” 
– Penelope Fitzgerald 

The last two decades have seen a number of new2 literary biographies 
by a prominent English biographer, Professor Dame Hermione Lee, Head 
of the English Department at the University of Oxford and president of 
The Oxford Centre for Life-Writing. By new, critics mean a biography far 
from the traditional commemorative biography, which Lytton Strachey 
called “as familiar as the cortege of the undertaker.”3 In Penelope Fitzgerald: 
A Life, Hermione Lee created “the perfect and enduring picture”4 of a 
unique and graceful writer, going beyond her life to examine her published 
and unpublished works, her motives and inspirations. Every biography 
implies an unusual connectedness between the writer and her biographer. 
This connectedness is expressed by her biographer as follows: 

I am deeply interested in the shape of her life, and I am fascinated by late-
ness, late starts; she did not start publishing novels until she was sixty, for 
a variety of reasons. I feel there was a powerful underground river running 
through her life. She was a brilliant young woman, and everybody thought 
she was going to be a writer, and she was writing away like mad in her 
teens and early twenties, and she was the editor of a magazine. And then it 
all went underground. Meanwhile, she is writing notes in her teaching 
books, which are a form of apprenticeship, and she’s bringing up her fami-
ly, and she’s coping with her husband. And then he dies. And then up it 
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comes, this underground river, at the age of sixty, and she writes thirteen 
books in twenty years.5 

According to Michael Benton, literary biography developed into its cur-
rent form in three phases. The genre began with Samuel Johnson and 
James Boswell in the eighteenth century, and was later revived by Lytton 
Strachey and Virginia Woolf at the beginning of the twentieth century, 
helping shape its recent form, in which “the biographer has to present the 
available facts of the life, yet shape their arbitrariness, untidiness and in-
completeness into an engaging whole.”6 This could be done through crea-
tivity—art and craft—7 by the biographer. Hermione Lee, despite Thomas 
Hardy’s statement, “Today has length, breadth, thickness, colour, smell, 
voice. As soon as it becomes yesterday, it is a thin layer among layers, 
without substance, colour, or articulate sound,”8 gives, objectively, a lively 
perception of the subject.9 She manages to do this through a process of 
restoration and remodelling as 

biographers try to compose a whole out of parts (evidence, testimony, sto-
ries, chronologies) and arrange it on the page, since they appropriate their 
subjects and usually attempt to create a new special version of them.10 

Critics of literary biography believe that the genre is apt to make up 
and recreate the subject. In his critical article “Splendors and Miseries of 
Literary Biography,” Jeffrey Meyers discusses the necessity of creating the 
life of the biographee in a clarified pattern by selecting “essential, convinc-
ing details, find[ing] the appropriate form” and through such exploration 
which enlivens the biographee, “also master[ing] the material and make 
the facts meaningful.”11 Moreover, Michael Benton, in one of his articles on 
literary biography, argues that today’s thematic and inside-out biographies 
free the biographer from the conventional chronological approach to life-
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writing. This being the case, biographers are freer to rejuvenate their sub-
jects with a distinctive voice of their own.12 As biography is a form of nar-
ration, the biographers, Benton continues, might assume as if they are 
“documentary historians, or [...] tellers of life stories,” in creating their 
own “unique narrativity.”13 Dennis McEldowney, too, conforms to the be-
lief that in retelling the story of a writer’s life, “the present generation writ-
ing in English certainly excels in the biographical genre of it, in which im-
agination is tied to verifiable fact,” and this is what makes the genre a 
“special form.”14 

Literary biography, many critics believe, is necessary as a genre for the 
avid reader, in order to satisfy “the reader’s desire for more after all the 
texts in an oeuvre have been read, extending the afterglow left over from 
the process of reading.”15 Courtney Cook, a great admirer of Penelope Fitz-
gerald, expresses readers’ great curiosity in literary biography as follows: 

We want to know how they do what they do. We want to know how art-
ists lift up the ordinary and make it beautiful. We want to know their ritu-
als — the hour they get up, the number of words per day that they write, 
and whether they write with pencil or pen, and what they have for supper 
because we think knowing these things will raise the veil.16 

Moreover, Michael Benton argues that another reason could be “to gain 
a better understanding of the imaginative context of literature we may be 
reading,”17 and to learn exemplary behaviour from real lives. By contrast, 
the aim of a literary biography is to elucidate “the internal and external 
influences on a writer’s work; the biography must supply a convincing ac-
count of the workings of the writer’s character,”18 as well as mirroring the 
writer’s inner world and consciousness. 
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In addition to its necessity, the problem of objectivity in biography re-
mains a crucial question for the genre. Peter Nagourney, for instance, does 
not believe in the absolute truth of anyone, and therefore claims the same 
for the genre.19 He suggests that “even if the greatest biography of all time 
were written” about a subject, the objectivity would always be questioned, 
and that a biographer “must attempt to find in the life unity, order, and 
interest even if the only available evidence is inconclusive or suggests the 
contrary.”20 Hermione Lee, calling the genre “unstable”,21 does not believe 
in the existence of fully objective biographies either. However, it should be 
noted that, as with all her biographies, she did her best to make Penelope 
Fitzgerald’s life as truthful as possible, and at the same time, far from be-
ing panegyric. After the biography's publication, there were no accusations 
or disapproval from family members or friends. 

Another pivotal element of literary biography is how the biographer 
begins and ends the journey. Diane Middlebrook questions this by point-
ing out that 

in shaping the opening and ending of the biography, the narrator usually 
signals to the reader what the biographer considers most salient to the in-
terest of contemporary readers—interests that will govern the biographer’s 
deployment of evidence.22 

In the famous biography of Virginia Woolf, Hermione Lee herself 
quotes Virginia Woolf’s own words, “My God, how does one write a Biog-
raphy? How do they begin?”23 However, in her biography of Penelope Fitz-
gerald, Lee creates a quintessential beginning and end. Beginning with 
Fitzgerald’s ancestry and ending with how she turned up writing her biog-
raphy, containing many “gaps and silences,”24 Lee skilfully shows that a 
biography does not necessarily begin with the author’s birth and end with 
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his death, justifying Fritz von Hardenberg’s words, “If a story begins with 
finding, it must end with searching.”25 

A life crafted with passion and honour for Fitzgerald’s opus, interest in 
her life, and trust in her brilliance and wisdom do not say everything there 
is to know about her. Nor does the biographer claim it to be a comprehen-
sive biography. However, some critics wonder how Lee managed “to have 
woven an involving narrative out of such a skeletal life.”26 In the very first 
pages of Virginia Woolf’s biography, Hermione Lee says that no one today 
would begin with her birth date and origin.27 However, that is precisely 
how Hermione Lee starts her biography of Penelope Fitzgerald. We learn 
about her birth in “the Old Palace of her maternal grandfather in the win-
ter of 1916.”28 It is not surprising, given that Virginia Woolf’s biography is 
the 30th, while Penelope Fitzgerald’s is the first, but certainly not the last, 
given the growing interest in her works as well as her unprecedented life. 

The task of the biographer can be carried out only “by a demonic devo-
tion to the subject,” because it is a very sumptuous, arduous and some-
times profitless undertaking.29 Helen Gardner, additionally, emphasises 
that a good biography is achieved when the biographer is conscious of the 
“mystery of human personality” and develops modesty “in the august 
presence of another soul.”30 Hermione Lee has succeeded in both. Lee, 
who “passionately admired”31 Fitzgerald’s work, executed an excellent task 
by capturing her subject’s reticence and narrating an enigmatic and heart-
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breaking story.32 By doing so, Lee helps the reader to conceptualise the 
idiosyncratic author’s unusual life.33 

It is no surprise that the biography was among the ten best books in 
The New York Times Book Review in 2014. The woman who must have taken 
all “her secrets to the grave” would have admired “Lee’s resourcefulness”34 
in trying to bring her life to light. Or as A. N. Wilson points out: 

One can imagine her quiet smile were her ghost to read Lee’s gallant at-
tempt to make bricks without straw. That mysterious shade would find a 
book in which few of her enigmas are addressed, let alone resolved.35 

Penelope Fitzgerald herself attached great credence to the fact that one 
should attempt to write a biography only of those whom they appreciate 
and honour.36 Hermione Lee took on this duty with “extraordinary sympa-
thy,”37 respect, love and care. 

By considering the above-mentioned characteristics of and approaches 
to literary biography, we can say that Hermione Lee’s biography of Penelo-
pe Fitzgerald is far from a pseudo-biography and is a literary biography in 
the proper sense of the term. There is a heightened interest in the lives of 
long-forgotten authors, but as Harold Bloom asserts, “the mighty dead 
return, but they return in our colours, and speaking in our voices.”38 With-
out underestimating Harold Bloom’s idea, it is little exaggeration to say 
that Hermione Lee managed to bring to us Penelope Fitzgerald’s own 
voice, no matter how reticent it was, and her own vibrant colours with 
multi-layered shades. 
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For the gaps Hermione Lee fails to fill, she, as well as Penelope Fitzger-
ald herself, directs the reader of her biography to find answers in Fitzger-
ald’s works. According to Caleb Crain, Fitzgerald may be a “chimerical 
beast: the writer who can only be approached through her works,”39 and 
she was the master of understatement, a feature inherited from her father 
and uncles. The case is proved when we are informed that in her novels, 
“the impossibility of mutual understanding between people is one of her 
themes.”40 The inborn proneness to reticence is also a characteristic of her 
father, E.V. Knox. When he “was asked to write a memoir, he declined to 
supply more than a title: ‘Must We Have Lives?’”41 

Hermione Lee does not bother about having impressive titles for her 
biographies, except for Willa Cather’s (Willa Cather: A Life Saved Up). Only 
Penelope Fitzgerald’s and Tom Stoppard’s biographies are simply titled A 
Life.42 Life, in the case of Penelope Fitzgerald, seems to require a modifier 
like unique and unprecedented. Perhaps Hermione Lee wanted to leave the 
modifying to the reader, which reminds one of Katherine Mansfield’s de-
nouement in “The Garden Party”. At the end, when the protagonist Laura 
is traumatised by the death of a poor neighbour, she weeps in the arms of 
her brother Laurie and hesitates to define life, “Isn’t life—.” Laurie com-
pletes with apprehension, “Isn’t it, darling?”43 If Laura hesitated to define 
life, then Penelope Fitzgerald’s case is definitely a life that was really full 
and unprecedented, something that was not the case with (m)any other 
women writers. Hermione Lee did believe that Penelope Fitzgerald “was 
not quite like anyone else.”44 
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In this study, then, Hermione Lee’s Penelope Fitzgerald: A Life functions 
as more than a distinguished example of the modern literary biography: it 
is the narrative framework through which I trace Fitzgerald’s “idealised 
self.” Read alongside Fitzgerald’s own novels, letters and essays, Lee’s bi-
ography offers both the outlines and the absences of a life in which, to bor-
row one of Fitzgerald’s key insights, nothing is wasted. In the sections that 
follow, I move from genre to life—from the theory and practice of writing 
lives to the particular story of a woman whose ancestry, childhood, educa-
tion, and marriage all contributed, in ways at once painful and enabling, to 
the emergence of her unique voice. 

2.2. The Enduring Legacy of the Knoxes 
In his seminal work Toward a Psychology of Being (1962), dedicated to 

Kurt Goldstein, Abraham Maslow emphasises a distinctive feature of self-
actualisers: “those who have come to a high level of maturation, health, 
and self-fulfilment, have so much to teach us that sometimes they seem 
almost like a different breed of human beings.”45 This is exactly the feeling 
one gets from reading Penelope Fitzgerald’s fascinating biography, The 
Knox Brothers (1977), of her father and her three uncles.46 The biography is 
a remarkable account of the most distinguished brothers, Edmund George 
Valpy, Alfred Dillwyn, Wilfred Lawrence and Ronald Arbuthnott, vividly 
and convincingly showing what it means to live one’s life fully and mean-
ingfully, a life that makes great sense. This being the case, their legacy def-
initely offers a number of human values. 

Melvin L. Cohn’s conviction that there is a close connection between 
social class and values, and “that higher class position is generally associat-
ed with the adoption of a more internally generated rather than externally 
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imposed code of personal conduct or behaviour,”47 is fully justified in the 
case of Penelope Fitzgerald. She inherited a number of noble values, such 
as her treatment of poverty, modesty, truth-telling, industriousness, ten-
der-heartedness, and love of poetry, from her immediate family as well as 
from her famous uncles. One of them, perhaps the most important, is her 
attitude towards poverty. 

Her uncles’ treatment of poverty pervades The Knox Brothers. Her ma-
ternal grandfather, Edward Hicks, “was a rector in Salford, one of the 
poorest parishes in the Manchester area.”48 His own family’s financial posi-
tion was no better: “Hicks and his wife, Agnes, for the first thirty years of 
their married life, were as poor as church mice.”49 It was in this family that 
her mother, Christina, was born and grew up, where complaint was con-
sidered a sin. The Hicks siblings taught music themselves, “and they were 
never short of that.”50 They had a custom of making a list of all their wish-
es, but burned it right afterwards. The narrator, Penelope Fitzgerald, con-
siders this device worth trying. Her mother never saw poverty “as a hard-
ship,” and the word “cabby” always meant “expensive” to them, for there 
was not a single time when they did not feel guilty about taking a taxi. The 
same attitude prevailed in Penelope Fitzgerald’s father’s family, the Knox-
es. 

Wilfred, one of her uncles, “took a vow not only of celibacy, but of pov-
erty,” too.51 To the question “what had gone wrong with the Church of 
England,” his answer was ruthless: 

The poor object to the church, because it is rich. There is a general feeling 
that the church is a church of the rich, governed by the rich for the rich. 
The feeling is largely inarticulate, but it is widely and deeply felt.52 

He opposed high salaries and privileges granted to the clergy. 
Throughout his life, he practised what he preached: “All his clothing in-
deed was cheap, as it was apparently part of his rule of life not to spend an 
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unnecessary penny on clothes. He used to go into outfitters’ shops asking 
for ‘the sort of shirt a workman wears’.”53 

The narrator emphasises Penelope Fitzgerald’s youngest uncle Ronald’s 
hard work, even when he was occupying a very important “post in the 
Catholic Church, to teach Latin at St Edmund’s.”54 Ronald Knox, the au-
thor of a number of novels, detective stories, and an impressive number of 
theological works, was also the translator of the Bible. Considering faith as 
a gift, he nevertheless emphasised that it was “a force, which must be ex-
ercised by difficulties, the more the better.”55 It is remarkable that amid so 
much toil, he never had “a secretary. All the typing, retyping, packing, 
posting, [...] all the filing, indexing and proof correcting, he did for him-
self.”56 Ronnie was also a brilliant orator, and “The whole House listened 
and listened, spellbound by the power of mind.”57 The eldest of the broth-
ers, her father’s life was not an easy one either, “It was very stultifying, 
having no money, he recalled.”58 When Edmund Knox came back on leave 
from the war after having been wounded, he found his wife and children 
“managing in the lodge” because her grandfather “had given up the Palace 
completely, turning it over to a Red Cross hospital.”59 But, as the narrator 
epitomises, “hardship never destroys a family if the parents share it,”60 and 
so did the Knox family. 

Penelope Fitzgerald, like her uncles and her parents, and like Novalis’s 
eponymous character Heinrich von Ofterdingen, had “no craving to be 
rich,”61 and this feeling remained with her till her death. She never had an 
agent, never bargained with her publishers. One of her daughters once told 
Hermione Lee that she was not sure whether her mother knew the exact 
meaning of ‘mortgage’.62 Nevertheless, for a family, “which breathed the 
air of scholarship, but had constant difficulty in making ends meet, educa-

                                                           
53  Fitzgerald, The Knox Brothers, 154. 
54  Fitzgerald, The Knox Brothers, 167. 
55  Fitzgerald, The Knox Brothers, 96-97 
56  Fitzgerald, The Knox Brothers, 240. 
57  Fitzgerald, The Knox Brothers, 94. 
58  Fitzgerald, The Knox Brothers, 70. 
59  Fitzgerald, The Knox Brothers, 139. 
60  Fitzgerald, The Knox Brothers, 7. 
61  Penelope Fitzgerald, The Bookshop; The Gate of Angels; The Blue Flower (London: Every-

man’s Library, 2001), 331. 
62  Lee, Penelope Fitzgerald: A Life, 142. 



PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION | 67 

 

tion was the key to the future,”63 and having such a family and intellectual 
parents, no doubt, lessened the potential effects of poverty. 

Penelope Fitzgerald learned from her father and uncles to compete not 
only with people but also with life itself. Her ability to cope with poverty is 
astonishing. R. Zawadski, in his 2011 article “Hope: The mystery of resili-
ence in facing life’s onslaughts,” claims that “the role of affirmative atti-
tude, based on hope, has been emphasized as the significant factor deter-
mining the positive self-regulation processes activated by will and the need 
for withstanding life’s pressures.”64 Similarly, Knoxian will power and re-
silience in facing “the sterner realities of life” are key to their survival. 

Another value Penelope Fitzgerald inherited from her ancestors was 
modesty. It was her indispensable personality trait, as Hilary Spurling em-
phasised in her 2008 Guardian review: “Modesty was her métier.”65 James 
Wood also enjoys “the glamorous modesty” of Penelope Fitzgerald, when 
he calls her masterpiece The Blue Flower (1995), as “a novel of sorts.”6667 
The modesty she showed for her works resembled that of her uncles, in 
that they were too modest “to show enthusiasm about their own work.”68 
Ronnie, when in his final years was provided with a comfortable life, “was 
troubled;” he questioned “whether it was more demoralizing to enjoy com-
fort, or to take it for granted.”69 He was as humble as ever when the Prime 
Minister Harold Macmillan himself hosted him at 10 Downing Street.70 
Years later, in 1977, the same Harold MacMillan wrote a letter to Penelope 
expressing his admiration for the book: 

I have just finished reading “The Knox Brothers” and I feel I must write to 
send you my warmest congratulations on the remarkable skill which you 
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have shown in keeping these four lines separate yet strangely conjoined. It 
must have become extremely delicate and difficult to do and in addition I 
think you have brought out marvellously well the characteristics of these 
remarkable men.71 

Her modesty is evident in her reply: “I did find it difficult to write 
about them, although, or perhaps because, I loved them so much, and I 
can’t say how much it means to me that you should have approved of my 
book.”72 Julian Barnes’s comment on her modesty confirms this: “She 
tended to take the blame for things that were not her fault, even feeling 
guilty towards her publishers when her books didn’t sell.”73 

During her Oxford College years, Penelope’s motto, taken from Plu-
tarch, was “Et praeterea nihil,”74 meaning “A voice and nothing more,” 
which testifies to her modesty. Hermione Lee interprets it as “smoke 
without thunder, nonsense without meaning. Or it could mean that, after a 
writer is gone, only a voice remains.”75 But there is more to this. Perhaps, 
even at that time, she dreamed of being heard through her writing. Years 
later, she would write an article, “Hearing Them Speak,” in which she ex-
presses the reader’s desire to hear characters’ voices; “Of course you want 
to hear their voices. Having summoned up these human beings, you want 
to know what they sound like.”76 Still, some years later, Lindsey Stone-
bridge examined Penelope Fitzgerald’s own powerful voice in her novels.77 
In 2006, Mladen Dolar went further by giving voice new dimensions and 
new roles, such as “a bridge between nature and culture, subject and other, 
body and language, the personal and the political.”78 

Another virtuous personality trait of the Knox legacy was their truth-
telling. The Knoxes “were distinguished, even in a late-Victorian Evangeli-
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cal household, by their truthfulness.”79 Hugh Adlington, in his work Pe-
nelope Fitzgerald (2018), points out how her novel Human Voices (1980) 
handles the theme of telling the truth, emphasising that “telling the truth 
(or, at least, not telling lies) was always important to her.”80 Just like her 
uncle Eddie, “determined to lead his life as a truth-teller, as indeed all the 
four brothers, in their different ways, were to do.”81 The legacy left taught 
her that “honesty can scarcely, however, be counted a virtue in them.”82 In 
The Knox Brothers, we see how happy the brothers were to learn and 
share: “But both of them were happy, and, above all, happy with each oth-
er. They shared all their games, all their confidences, and grew up [...] in 
absolute dependence on each other.”83 Even when Edmund became the 
editor of Punch, things did not change much: “An editor in 1932 went 
straight to his desk, dealt personally with the contributors and the printers, 
and put the paper to bed himself. He had never had the privilege later edi-
tors had.”84 Showing traits of hard work and diligence, the Knoxes believed 
that labour was essential for people with rational minds and that “idleness 
a dangerous sin.”85 For them, just like their niece, “hard work, academic 
success, faith, endurance—these were the keys to the future.”86 Penelope 
Fitzgerald “had a typical Somervillian work ethic—and haughtiness about 
her own intellectual powers.”87 It is, therefore, no surprise that John Bun-
yan’s expression “every tub should stand on its own bottom”88 has become 
their motto in life. 

Penelope Fitzgerald inherited her uncles’ “obstructiveness” too. Her-
mione Lee recounts an episode from her life in which she did not hesitate 
to express her dislike of bulldogs to the hostess, whose affection for them 
was well known.89 Another example is her response to her long-time editor 
Richard Garnett, who considered her amateurish at the start of her literary 
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career: “How many books do you have to write and how many semicolons 
do you have to discard before you lose amateur status?”90 

Her life shows how passionate a lover of poetry she was: she knew 
good poetry when she saw it. It should be noted that she was fortunate to 
have her childhood and adolescence in a period when “writing and reading 
poetry was a natural activity.”91 As early as the 1930s, when one of her 
Oxford tutors made a statement like “It is a sad thing that the best things 
in life are its poisons,” Penelope Fitzgerald wondered whether he catego-
rised poetry as poison, and her tutor answered affirmatively.92 However, 
her love of poetry was not blind. One of her classmates noted that “she 
was already very much of a character, and she may well have been as for-
midable to her tutors as she was to fellow students.”93 Hermione Lee pro-
vides a number of examples drawn from Penelope Fitzgerald’s notes, both 
as a student and as a teacher. Her notes show how meticulous and creative 
she was about poetry; “Legend had it,” points Hermione Lee, “that her 
papers were so outstandingly good that they were kept and bound in vel-
lum by her examiner, Roy Ridley.”94 She also notes that she won the prize 
for her essay on “The Poetry of Matthew Arnold” with a single, small but 
powerful paragraph, whereas other students presented long essays. Love of 
poetry was indeed a legacy inherited from the Knoxes as well. The Knox 
brothers loved the verse; 

The “pocket anthology” fitted into a Norfolk jacket, and could be taken out 
on long weekend walks [...] “Poetry,” Eddie wrote, “is presumably to be 
felt. It is presumably, by feeling, to be understood”.95 

Edmund Knox, eventually, used his poetic talent effectively while 
working for Punch. 

Based on Penelope Fitzgerald’s statements about her uncles and even 
their children (Oliver, Dillwyn’s son; William Knox, Rowle’s son), Hermi-
one Lee’s opinion of the biography is that it was, after all, “romanticized to 
some degree for ethical reasons,” or, as Penelope Fitzgerald herself men-
tioned, that “some truths about their true nature” or rather about their 
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“coasting values,” to use Maslow’s phrase for one’s personality weakness-
es, were omitted “for fear of hurting people’s feelings.”96 

It took some time for Penelope to become aware of Knox’s uniqueness: 

When I was very young I took my uncles for granted, and it never occurred 
to me that everyone else in the world was not like them. Later on I found 
that this was not so, and eventually I began to want to make some kind of 
record of their distinctive attitude to life, which made it seem as though, in 
spite of their differences, they shared one sense of humour and one mind.97 

Hermione Lee quotes Jasmine Blakeway on Penelope Fitzgerald’s sense 
of being a Knox: “Being a Knox was so important. She knew in her heart 
that she was going to reach a high level.”98 Thus, we can conclude that the 
noble values Penelope Fitzgerald inherited were internally generated rather 
than externally imposed. 

Later in her life, she would recall her father’s and uncles’ wishes for her 
on her wedding day: “The only thing I want is for everyone, as far as possi-
ble, to be happy” (Evoe). “Nothing is impossible” (Dillwyn). “Get on with 
it” (Wilfred). “Why should we not go on, through all eternity, growing in 
love and in our power to love?” (Wilfred). “Do the most difficult thing” 
(Ronnie).99 And so she did, remaining faithful to these precepts all her life. 
At the end of The Knox Brothers, Rose Macaulay shares her deepest con-
viction that after the death of the three brothers, “the world was much 
impoverished.”100 

Bishop Knox says something about his children that would later be 
echoed by Penelope Fitzgerald herself: “They were determined to be better 
than their parents had been, and to do better than their parents had done, 
and to live in the spirit of the restless first decades of the twentieth centu-
ry.”101 Many years later, Penelope Fitzgerald expressed her wish for her 
own children in the following way: 
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I wanted him (& I also wanted this for his 2 younger sisters) to like all the 
things I liked & at the same time to be able to do all the things I couldn’t, 
& to be sure to be able to earn a living.102 

It is quite natural that every new generation inherits some traits from 
its predecessors, and she was one of those who added to that legacy. As 
mentioned in the previous chapter, Annette Baier’s interpretation of “sec-
ond persons” as people who are “essentially successors, heirs to other per-
sons who formed and cared for them,”103 applies to Penelope Fitzgerald, 
who herself is the best example of a second person, as she remained faith-
ful to the legacy of her father and her uncles throughout her life. 

Vladimir Nabokov said, “Three forces make and mould a human being: 
heredity, environment, and the unknown agent X.”104 The chapter men-
tioned heredity and environmental factors. As for the unknown agent X, it 
can be stated that it was her family’s legacy and her passion for reading and 
literature that made her such a unique personality. 

From a self-actualisation perspective, Penelope Fitzgerald found that 
the Knox inheritance offered her more than just an impressive surname. It 
provided her with a deep internal compass: embracing poverty without 
despair, a proud sense of modesty, an almost ascetic work ethic, a com-
mitment to honesty, and a lifelong passion for poetry and voice. These core 
values didn't simply shape who she was- a woman and a writer- they laid 
the foundation for her emerging “idealised self.” Next, I will explore her 
early life—her childhood, schooling, and university years—to see how 
these inherited qualities were tested, stretched, and reshaped as she began 
to live out —and eventually write out —her own story of resilience and 
growth. 
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2.3. Growing Up 

2.3.1. The Formation of Childhood Self 

“I’m very interested in children and I try to put some in  
the novel because their battle to survive is totally  

different and so are their moral judgements.” 
– Penelope Fitzgerald, 1992 Interview. 

The questions “what makes us what we are” or “what makes us a char-
acter” remain debated today by literary critics, philosophers and psycholo-
gists. In the book The Identities of Persons, philosopher Amelie Rorty con-
siders “The Seven Layers of Personhood.”105 Courtney Martin is convinced 
that we never show the whole of ourselves but only “slices of ourselves in 
different places.”106 The present chapter will show how Penelope Fitzger-
ald’s personality and identity were shaped at different stages of her growth. 

The psychologist and writer Taylor Bourassa observes that children 
raised in a confident, warm, and hospitable home are more likely to expe-
rience personal growth and overall well-being.107 This was the case with 
Penelope Mary Fitzgerald (née Knox), born in 1916 to “a love match be-
tween two exceptional people.”108 She grew up as a smart, inquisitive girl, 
noticed by every member of the small family, which her elder brother 
Rawle accepted as a “challenge.”109 She was called Mops, Mopsie, or Mopsa 
within the household. The children were brought up in faith, and this reli-
gious upbringing convinced her “that faith was necessary for life,”110 but 
unlike the Knox brothers, she was far from all sorts of religious eccentrici-
ties. Her father remarked on her remarkable intelligence at a very young 
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age and was proud enough to write a sketch in which a little smart girl 
named Priscilla stood for his daughter, Mops.111 

By the time she was five, she had learned to read. It was an activity she 
never gave up—doing wonders with words. She recalls those years with 
bliss, the approval of her beloved ones, and the joy of learning to read, 
which remained in her heart forever.112 She was praised so much that later 
she could not remember being praised that much.113 Much was expected of 
the children, as they “‘dipped in ink’ from an early age, were supposed to 
be writers, since in their family ‘everyone was publishing, or about to pub-
lish something’.”114 In psychology, parents’ acceptance, praise and love 
prepare children for an actualising future; a healthy childhood enables 
them to focus on their own growth and become the best versions of them-
selves.115 Parental support, and, most importantly, the belief that she 
would one day be a writer, encouraged Penelope to develop her literary 
talents. The Serbian translator and children’s author Maria Milojković ar-
gues that if children are helped by their parents to develop their abilities, 
they can easily fulfil their potential and, with a healthier view of life, even 
reach the actualising state.116 Moreover, Abraham Maslow believed that by 
loving our children deeply for who they are and affirming their character, 
we can help them do extraordinary things in our world.117 Her unusual 
performance at Oxford as a student, her ability to make friends, her stami-
na and willpower to face life’s challenges, and her effective parenting are 
only a few of those extraordinary things. 

Fitzgerald’s positive childhood memories begin at Balcombe, where 
“for three years [she] had no real anxieties, and looked forward every 
night, as [she] fell asleep, to making up the next day.”118 She had her own 
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room only in childhood here at Balcombe, a room “looking out over a lawn 
with a cherry tree, splendid with white blossom in spring.”119 In her child-
hood, she did not mind being alone or playing by herself. However, her 
mother, Christina, whom she remembers as “a quietly spoken woman 
whom nothing defeated,”120 was always “at the centre of the memories: 
walking with her, reading to her.”121 She remembers her mother always 
being at home, “and by six o’clock my father was back from his work ... I 
felt secure.”122 Taylor Bourassa believes that a positive environment, with a 
mother and a father who provide themselves and the child with full “posi-
tive regard,” would help the child feel shielded and happy.123 Penelope had 
strong bonds with both; she used to have long walks with her mother dur-
ing her childhood, and her mother read her stories. Penelope recalled those 
years as the best memories of her life. It remains to wonder how she, like 
Virginia Woolf, so vividly remembers things when she was but two years 
old. Supportingly, according to Carl Rogers’ personality theory, the child 
develops his/her self through positive regard and being valued by his/her 
parents. To him, the child seeks love, approval, and acceptance, especially 
from the mother, and feels himself or herself worthy only when accepted 
by his/her parents.124 

Later, the Knox family moved to Hampstead, where she grew up, where 
her father would live for the rest of his life, where she would come back, in 
her thirties, to live for almost ten years; and where she is buried. It was 
central to her life: that village was where she felt she belonged.125 

She was not expecting to be happy in Hampstead, but she was. When 
reminiscing about her childhood, she considers herself to be lucky.126 Her 
childhood was Georgian, in that poets adorned every street in her memory. 
The place she grew up “was literary, poetic, artistic, rural, part-bohemian, 
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part-genteel.”127 Later in life, she shares that “poetry was read to us at the 
earliest possible age.”128 The members of the family were literary them-
selves: Penelope’s mother wrote for the Manchester Guardian, her father 
wrote for Punch magazine, and much was expected from the Knox children. 
The children were “expected to become rich by writing novels or short 
stories” from the age of six or seven.129 

Seventy years later, when an old neighbour asked Fitzgerald whether 
she wanted to take a last look at their house in Hampstead, Well Walk, she 
immediately accepted the invitation, because for Penelope the question 
meant, would I like to see my childhood once again? Yes, all things consid-
ered, I would.”130 Childhood, for Penelope Fitzgerald, was something of 
great importance linked to faith. Penelope appreciated her father’s and 
uncles’ faithfulness to their upbringing, and she, herself, like them, 

grew up in an immensely hard-working Evangelical household where com-
fort and beauty counted for very little and money for almost nothing — 
there was always good reason to give it away.131 

In her biography of Penelope Fitzgerald, Hermione Lee emphasises the 
significance of childhood and children to her: 

Children are everywhere in Penelope Fitzgerald’s writing: their feelings, 
their way of understanding life, their imagination, their rules and systems, 
their happiness and unhappiness. They come into her books as vivid char-
acters, sometimes noticed in passing, but always entirely present and be-
lievable. The drawings she made all her life for friends were mainly of 
small children in domestic situations, and drawn on a child-friendly scale. 
She is always making observations about children.132 

Peter K. Smith and Craig H. Hart argue that the basis of the self is 
formed during childhood, and that parents’ role in this process is non-
negligible, helping to shape future personal traits and relationships.133 In-
deed, Penelope Fitzgerald’s happy childhood and moral and literary up-
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bringing, thanks to her parents, have enlightened her and paved the way 
for who she is. 

These memories suggest that Penelope Fitzgerald’s “childhood self” 
was shaped by a rare combination of security, faith, frugality and literary 
expectation. In Maslow’s terms, her basic needs for love, belonging and 
esteem were met sufficiently to allow the seeds of self-actualisation to be 
planted; in Rogers’s terms, she experienced the kind of positive regard that 
enables a child to feel both worthy and free to grow. This is not to say that 
her path would be easy. As later chapters will show, the certainties of Bal-
combe and Hampstead would be tested by separation, schooling, loss and 
disappointment. Yet the imaginative richness of those early years – the 
poetry, the faith, the parental devotion and the sense of “being noticed” – 
remained an inner resource to which she would return, both in life and in 
fiction, as she slowly fashioned the idealised self that this study traces. 

2.3.2. Boarding School Years: Painful Growing 

“I learned only too quickly that homesickness is a real illness and 
that reason has no power against it.” 

– Penelope Fitzgerald, A House of Air 

Penelope Fitzgerald’s boarding school memories are perhaps the only 
thing she complains about in her life. During this period, her mother fell 
ill, and at the age of eight, Penelope was sent away to boarding school in 
Eastbourne, where “there was no comforting shade or sense of ‘inde-
structible’ security.”134 A good boarding school education that made access 
to Oxford College possible was a Knox tradition. Later, when she recalled 
her boarding school memories, she accepted that she “got a very good edu-
cation, leading to an Oxford scholarship”135 and that, as she “came from an 
Evangelical background [she] never expected to gain anything of value 
without hardship.”136 Nevertheless, she still felt she was sent “into exile 
and imprisonment.”137 Until she was thirteen, she could not get over the 
“anxiety, wretchedness and failure that hung over these ‘horrible’ East-
bourne years,” but she consoled herself with “the poetry she knew by 
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heart, and the sound of the sea.”138 Another comfort for her was the fact 
that there were girls “who cried longest at night in the dormitories,” be-
cause their parents visited them “at rare intervals.”139 The boarding school 
memories had always remained with her. This must be the main reason 
that she never sent her daughters to boarding school. 

Hermione Lee states that the bitterness “of unhappy childhoods is one 
of her best biographical subjects,”140 and similarly, the sad boarding school 
memories might have contributed to Penelope Fitzgerald’s novels centring 
on children, for she was “very interested in children and [she tried] to put 
some in the novel because their battle to survive is totally different and so 
are their moral judgements’.”141 In a 1954 BBC talk, she says her first novel 
“is about unhappy children, a subject which I find almost unbearably pain-
ful.”142 When Penelope Fitzgerald was awarded a grant to Wycombe Abbey 
School at thirteen, the same feeling haunted her, though she did know the 
vital role of school in developing one’s personality. She was aware of her 
abilities and skills; “she was a Knox, and she knew how clever she was. She 
read hugely, worked hard (mainly at Art, English, German, French, Latin, 
History) and excelled; and she had good friends.”143 

Psychologists believe that for healthier social development, children 
should spend a great deal of time with their families and friends. This will 
help them gain self-awareness.144 This was inevitable for Mops; she formed 
a close friendship with Jean Whitworth Fisher and Maryllis Dora Tull, “her 
closest friend[s], the next-best thing to a sister.”145 Penelope was greatly 
admired by her true friends for her success, and they were well aware that 
she made a big difference among her peers. At thirteen, she wrote funny 
stories with illustrations for Punch, which she sent home every week. 
Moreover, “Mops wrote copiously for the school magazine, the Wycombe 
Abbey Gazette, in a mildly satirical tone.”146 
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Erik H. Erikson’s “Eight Stages of Psychosocial Development,” or as he 
calls his theory “Eight Ages of Man,” examines how social experience 
shapes a person’s lifespan. Social expertise and relationships play a key role 
in a person’s growth. Penelope Fitzgerald’s boarding school years coincide 
with the fourth stage of Erikson’s psychosocial development, ‘Industry vs. 
Inferiority’. If the child succeeds during this stage, s/he will develop a 
sense of competence. During this stage, the child is encouraged by teach-
ers, friends and parents in their school/educational life. As the child suc-
ceeds and excels in their skills, they develop a sense of competence and 
pride, forming a strong self-concept.147 Meanwhile, her parents moved to 
another house in Clarence Terrace. Later, “Penelope remembered it as 
large, dank, and ‘charmless’. But her memories were shadowed by the fact 
that this was the house where Christina fell ill,” with bowel cancer.148 Pe-
nelope Fitzgerald took her entrance exams for Oxford. 

acutely conscious of following in her mother’s footsteps. The school had 
very high expectations of her—when she was sixteen, the headmistress 
apparently told Evoe and Christina to take her away, as ‘she already knew 
more than any of the staff could teach her’.149 

That year, she won a ‘Senior Scholarship’ given to the best candidate. 
She hoped she would never have to go back to boarding school after leav-
ing it. It was customary to send girls from boarding school to France for a 
couple of months “to polish up their culture, with courses on fencing, 
dress-making, art and architecture, and French conversation.”150 Penelo-
pe’s brother was sent to bring her from France to their dying mother: “Ac-
cording to Willie, she got home too late to see her mother. According to 
Jean Fisher, she did see her, and told Jean that Christina was laughing be-
fore she died.”151 Christina died at fifty, and Penelope was eighteen; “the 
obituaries idealized her as a perfect wife, a model of piety, refinement and 
sweetness.”152 For Penelope, things were now “spoilt, wretched and dark.” 
Later, to her friend Willie, with whom Penelope stayed after her mother’s 
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death, she looked like “a frozen person.”153 Her father did not speak about 
Christina, “or let anyone talk about her, then or ever.”154 

According to Epictetus (55-135 AD), the great Stoic philosopher, we 
must internalise the idea that everything is momentary and ephemeral.155 
Penelope Fitzgerald seemed to have quickly recovered and followed her 
father’s demand that her mother’s name was not to be mentioned any-
more. Still, she does, though infrequently, mention her in her letters and in 
her memoir about her childhood. This is a sign of stoicism, not of callous-
ness: such people are good at concealing their emotions, but it does not 
mean that they do not suffer. 

Psychiatrist Elisabeth Kübler-Ross developed the notion of “The Five 
Stages of Grief,” in which a person goes through five emotional stages after 
a loss: denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance. Similarly, psy-
chiatrist Colin Murray Parkes developed a model of grief suggesting four 
emotional stages: shock and numbness, yearning and seeking, despair and 
disorganisation, reorganisation and recovery. Both the final stages of loss, 
the acceptance stage and the reorganisation and recovery stage, fit Penelo-
pe Fitzgerald’s own way of overcoming her mother’s death. For Kübler-
Ross, the acceptance stage is when we recognise that the phase we are 
entering after the loss of our beloved ones is not temporary but lasting. By 
accepting the loss and embracing the new reality, we go on living and can 
therefore develop ourselves.156 

When Penelope Fitzgerald left home for Oxford, “childhood was 
over.”157 She was going to Oxford for change, growth and evolution; to 
honour her late mother’s legacy and fulfil her mother’s wish. Her mother 
had always wanted her to go to Oxford. She 

felt so proud to be going to the same college, then it all seemed so point-
less when she was dead. But she also felt a sense of continuity. She 
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brought with her some of the books Christina had taken with her as stu-
dent in 1904.158 

It was not going to be easy, but she was determined to protect herself, 
as all the Knoxes did in difficult circumstances. 

Reflecting on her past, Penelope Fitzgerald’s boarding school years 
tested her sense of security, confronting her with homesickness, separa-
tion, and early losses. Her exile from Balcombe and Hampstead, along with 
the strict academic environment, her mother’s illness and death, and the 
silence enforced in her Evangelical home, all played roles in shaping a 
young woman who was both hurt and remarkably resilient. As Erikson 
noted, she emerged from this period with a strong sense of industry and 
competence, yet kept a hidden core of grief and guarded feelings. These 
profound experiences also fostered a deeper empathy for unhappy children 
and those feeling "imprisoned” by circumstances beyond their control—
empathy that later influenced her writing. Moving to Oxford, she left 
childhood behind; the “frozen person” who entered Somerville carried 
within her the pain and strength forged through years of hardship. 

2.3.3. Her College Years 
Penelope Fitzgerald’s life can roughly be divided into two parts: before 

marriage and after marriage. In her college years, she was very productive, 
full of life, and enjoyed both studying and socialising. A. N. Wilson quotes 
a remark from an article she wrote as an undergraduate. The writing vivid-
ly shows how strong the Victorian precepts were even in the middle of the 
twentieth century; “When I fall in love, which happens twice a year, and 
wish to end a tempestuous quarrel, I usually say ‘Drat you.’ When my 
heart is broken I say ‘Cripes!’” The critic’s quotation shows that, when 
young, she was more open and free to express herself; she radically 
changed after she married and thereafter “kept her lips buttoned.”159 

Oxford University was a family tradition for the Knoxes; they have 
been there for generations, and Penelope Fitzgerald was known as ‘Our 
Penny from Heaven,’ ‘the Blonde Bombshell,’ and ‘Penelope (Belle-Lettre) 
Knox,’ which made her distinct from the very beginning. She is described 
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as a charming, slender, well-built, short girl with hazel eyes and a “mop of 
tawny, reddish-blonde curly hair, [and] a round rosy face.”160 Her character 
was “brusque and indirect with those she didn’t know, endearingly funny 
with those she did— which was as much a defence as a family inher-
itance.”161 For Gerald R. Adams and Michael D. Berzonsky, college educa-
tion is “a major step in the journey into adulthood,”162 preparing young 
people to socialise healthily in the world. Penelope made an excellent start 
in college, paving the way for a positive psychosocial atmosphere. 

Penelope Fitzgerald knew the value of her education at Oxford, which 
was “nonsectarian, egalitarian and independent.”163 She made the most of 
the libraries with her ‘Somervilleian work ethic’ and was fond of the uni-
versity’s tutorial system. She recalls that they were not taught modern au-
thors because “we didn’t feel the need to study modern literature, we im-
agined we were going to write it.”164 Those who were educated alongside 
Penelope were mesmerised by her literary conversations with the tutors. 
Hope Rossitter, one of her classmates, later in life states that while they 
wrote long essays, “Penelope Knox wrote one paragraph, and that was 
enough. It always would be enough.”165 Her exam papers excelled everyone 
else’s to the extent that “her papers were purportedly bound in Vellum.”166 
Everyone else expected a First from Penelope Fitzgerald, and it was no 
surprise when this was realised “after a ‘congratulatory viva’,” during 
which she was “praised rather than quizzed.”167 She was editing the un-
dergraduate magazine Cherwell and wrote for the Isis in an unprecedented 
laconic tone.168 In one of her last entries to the Isis magazine, she wrote 
about her decision to write after her graduation: 
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Since I came to Oxford I have had concussion twice and edited the Cher-
well for two terms. I have been reading steadily for seventeen years; when I 
go down I want to start writing.169 

According to Erik Erikson, young people between 13 and 21 are in the 
fifth stage of his psychosocial development theory. To him, it is perhaps 
the most essential stage, in which young people discover that they are in-
dependent beings able to “develop a sense of self” and identity, as long as 
they “receive proper encouragement and reinforcement” within the educa-
tional environment.170 Indeed, Penelope Fitzgerald, as a student and a 
friend at Oxford College, was able to develop “personal and academic rela-
tionships” that helped her “experience a sense of ‘social integration’”171 in 
its fullest sense. 

During her Oxford years, she formed close friendships; “like all notable 
Oxford undergraduates, Penelope Knox had her own set. They were known 
as ‘Les Girls’, and they were admired and envied.”172 She had Janet Russell 
and Jean Fisher, who were also influenced by Penelope Fitzgerald; “there 
was something in Mops which made her so lovable, beyond the wit and 
intelligence...a very private person, and extremely modest about her tal-
ent.”173 The girls had boyfriends, but “were sexually very innocent [involv-
ing only] hand-holding and in- tense conversations”174 Hugh Lee (Ham) 
and Oliver Breakwell were the girls’ friends and lovers. Hugh Lee would 
later become a modernist-influenced painter. They had a very interesting 
relationship; “First Oliver was in love with Penelope, then with Janet; first 
Hugh was in love with Janet, then with Penelope.”175 The two gentlemen 
were “charmed with her [Penelope Fitzgerald’s] wit and good humour.” 
Both of them admired Penelope’s ‘sharp vision,’ ‘intelligence’ and found 
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her very ‘light-hearted.’176 For many years, Penelope and Hugh (“Ham”) 
Lee exchanged letters as friends. Just after Desmond’s death, Ham contact-
ed Penelope and invited her to his family home, and they became lifelong 
friends. 

In 1937, Evoe fell in love with the twenty-eight-year-old Mary Shep-
herd, the daughter of his co-worker Ernest Shepherd. After their marriage, 
they moved to a house near Well Walk, but this “was not exactly ‘home’ 
for Penelope.”177 However, Penelope Fitzgerald’s maturity at this young 
age was again at work. She developed a very close relationship with her 
stepmother, who was only eight years her senior, and became very good 
friends, describing her as “more like a sister than a stepmother to her.”178 

After graduating with honours, Penelope “took a job at Broadcasting 
House, the London headquarters of the wartime BBC.”179 She knew and 
was always determined that “she was going to be a writer, and she was not 
going to live at home.”180 After seventeen years of reading, she was now 
determined to start writing as she grew older. But life had other plans for 
Penelope... 

Penelope Fitzgerald’s Oxford years stand as the brightest years before a 
long and difficult descent into adult responsibility. At Somerville, she 
achieved almost everything Erikson associates with a successful passage 
through youth: a coherent sense of self, deep friendships, intellectual 
recognition, and a clear vocation as a writer. She left Oxford with a First, 
editorial experience, “Les Girls” and their circle, and the firm conviction 
that, after seventeen years of reading, she would at last begin to write. Yet 
the very confidence and freedom of these years also set a standard against 
which the frustrations and delays of her later life would be felt all the more 
keenly. In terms of self-actualisation, her college years crystallised an im-
age of the woman she might become; the chapters that follow trace how 
marriage, war, poverty and disappointment turned that clear promise into 
an uphill struggle, without ever extinguishing the underground river of 
vocation that had begun to flow in Oxford.  
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2.4. After Marriage: An Uphill Battle 

“He who has a why to live for can bear with almost any how.” 
– Friedrich Nietzsche. 

The 15th of August 1942 marked the year of Penelope Knox and Des-
mond Fitzgerald’s marriage.181 This event was a turning point in Penelope 
Fitzgerald’s life, bringing unexpected changes that led her to postpone her 
anticipated projects. After her congratulatory First at Oxford, Penelope 
worked for the BBC during the war. It was during this time that she met 
Desmond Fitzgerald at a party at the Knoxes’ in 1940. Both were Oxford 
graduates; Desmond graduated with a Second-Class degree in History in 
1939, and a year later was enlisted for “the Officer Training Unit of the 
Irish Guards,” later becoming a lawyer.182 He was 

dashing: a young Guards officer, tall, dark, handsome, clean-cut and ele-
gantly dressed, amusing, bold and energetic, fond of a drink and a good 
time, but also well-travelled and well read.183 

The intellectual and hardworking couple denied themselves a honey-
moon, and, shouldering their responsibilities, “went straight back to 
work.”184 

Six months after their marriage in 1943, Desmond Fitzgerald served for 
a year and a half in North Africa as a Lieutenant. After the war, he returned 
to London a very different person. Valpy Fitzgerald, their son, wrote to 
Hermione Lee in 2010 that his father went through a very dreadful period, 
during which he lost many of his army friends and killed many aggressor 
forces; “He would wake up in the night, screaming.”185 Penelope Fitzgerald 
“always knew Desmond was not going to be easy,” but she knew they had 
to settle their lives and go on.186 She also believed that Desmond would be 
                                                           
181  In Wolfe (2004), the year of marriage is given as 1944. Terence Dooley, Penelope Fitz-

gerald’s literary executor and son-in-law, notes numerous errors and describes the book 
as “riddled with errors,” advising it be “avoid[ed].” He states that it misrepresents Fitz-
gerald’s religion, husband, and American publication history, containing frequent factu-
al and scholarly errors and polemical digressions.  
See comments section at Amazon, https://www.amazon.com/Understanding-Penelope-
Fitzgerald-Contemporary-Literature/dp/157003561X. 

182  Lee, Penelope Fitzgerald: A Life, 82. 
183  Lee, Penelope Fitzgerald: A Life, 82–83. 
184  Lee, Penelope Fitzgerald: A Life, 83. 
185  Lee, Penelope Fitzgerald: A Life, 87. 
186  Lee, Penelope Fitzgerald: A Life, 83. 



86 | PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION 

ready to encounter all the possible difficulties in their life. Penelope Fitz-
gerald quit her job at the BBC two years after Desmond’s arrival and start-
ed writing reviews for Punch magazine. The first signs of strain appeared 
during this time, when Penelope Fitzgerald was politely warned that the 
drafts she was writing for the magazine were not as qualified as they used 
to be. All the reasons pointed to Desmond’s post-war psychological condi-
tion and its effects on their marriage. Family friends, who were invited as 
guests to the Fitzgeralds’, recalled several rough evenings: 

Willie Conder remembered going to supper and Desmond not turning up 
until very late: ‘when he came, you could see what the trouble was; he 
didn’t speak much, afraid it wouldn’t come out right, just smiled at us 
vaguely and walked off and didn’t join us’. Other friends remembered simi-
lar episodes, like an evening when Penelope was cooking and Desmond 
was ‘flap ping around and picking up spoons and everything fell on the 
floor’. He was drinking, more than he had before the war.187 

Penelope Fitzgerald never talked about her feelings; there were “no 
love letters, no diaries, no reminiscences. Whenever she was asked about 
it, [she] said: ‘I married an Irish soldier.’”188 In all her interviews, she evad-
ed all the personal questions and never answered them. The dialogue be-
tween Milo and Florence Green in The Bookshop (1978) perhaps mirrors 
Penelope Fitzgerald’s thoughts about her husband and marriage: “And you 
were happy? / I loved him, and I tried to understand his work. It some-
times strikes me that men and women aren’t quite the right people for 
each other.”189 

Amid the uncertainty and psychological effects of the war, Penelope 
Fitzgerald had several miscarriages and lost a baby after birth. Such experi-
ences would later find reflection in her novels Innocence (1986) and The 
Beginning of Spring (1988). Chiara in Innocence has a miscarriage, and in The 
Beginning of Spring, Nellie and Frank lose their first baby. However, things 
turned for the better in this sense. During a ten-day trip to Paris in 1947, 
Penelope Fitzgerald became pregnant with her first child, Valpy Knox Fitz-
gerald, at thirty. The three of them moved to a house in Hampstead, close 
to her father’s house and her childhood home. She was back in Hamp-
stead, her favourite childhood place, but now as a mother and a wife; noth-
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ing was the same, nothing was working as she had planned when she was 
a new Oxford graduate, “but life was not what anyone had planned.”190 
Friedrich Nietzsche, in The Will to Power (1901), ruminates that any predic-
ament is embraced “by those seeking fulfilment” and that life will award 
those who overcome those misfortunes, and misfortunes abounded in Pe-
nelope Fitzgerald’s life.191 

And it was she who was going to embrace each with her stoicism. Accord-
ing to Maslow, healthy individuals refrain from any complaint and embrace 
life’s ups and downs without any distress “in the stoic style.”192 

The Fitzgeralds were a travelling, writing and learning couple. When 
Penelope and Desmond Fitzgerald took a two-week trip to Rome, Penelope 
became pregnant again. This time, she gave birth to a baby girl in 1950, 
named Christina after her mother. With two children to look after, Penelo-
pe Fitzgerald continued “doing a good deal of writing from home, and 
some studio recording. She also did film reviews, and a pre-recorded book 
review programme called ‘Bookshelf’.”193 Penelope Fitzgerald was a woman 
who always took her work seriously. Her letters prove that she “has been 
‘lying awake’ at night trying to remember whether she had left a sentence 
out of the feature she had just sent off.”194 

The ambitious Penelope Fitzgerald later took on the editorship of the 
literary magazine World Review with Desmond Fitzgerald. With two in-
fants, they moved to a larger house, where she gave birth to a third child, 
Maria, in 1953. Despite the difficulties of motherhood, she was able to 
focus fully on the magazine and made it insightful and trailblazing. Hermi-
one Lee gives a detailed account of the reviews, works, and themes ad-
dressed in the magazine.195 They had contributors such as Bertrand Rus-
sell, Michael Hamburger, and André Malraux. They were the first to pub-
lish J.D. Salinger’s For Esme with Love and Squalor. The magazine introduced 
well-known writers and philosophers, including the youngest Nobel Prize 
laureate, Albert Camus; the American writers Henry Miller and Bernard 
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Malamud; and the Italian writer and poet Alberto Moravia, who were al-
ready famous to the reading public. Penelope Fitzgerald’s interest in for-
eign cultures and civilisations is vividly reflected in the publication of the 
World Review. 

She kept herself busy with what she loved, and she was mainly a wom-
an who was not active in the kitchen, nor was she a tidy housewife. Neigh-
bours would recall that “The house was a mess, with things lying around 
everywhere, prams parked haphazardly outside. There was not much evi-
dence of house-cleaning.”196 Though she was a devoted mother, her obses-
sion with art and the beautiful sometimes had her forget even her children. 
One of her neighbours, Ursula, remembers the little Maria left in the pram 
for hours. The following quotation is given in detail only to show how the 
spiritual took over one’s basic needs: 

Certainly, Helen Knox, visiting with Rawle from India, remembered there 
never being much food, or the food not being very good. ‘It was always 
spaghetti or things like that. Once, lunch was left in the oven. There were 
three plates, with the food on each plate. Once there was a fried egg 
cooked about two hours earlier, left in the oven.’ The Italian au pair made 
pasta and hung it to dry over the backs of the kitchen chairs. She taught 
Penelope to make authentic spaghetti sauce: according to her daughters, 
this was her only good dish.197 

Her letters prove that she never had any time to chat with neighbours 
on the doorstep.198 

Eventually, the World Review did not bring the financial luck they were 
expecting. Desmond Fitzgerald had to turn back to his job as a lawyer. 
More hardships were to come, and they had to close the magazine. It was 
during this time that “Penelope was trying to make ends meet, cutting 
down her clothes, for instance, to make Valpy’s dungarees.”199 In 1957, 
they had to leave Hampstead and move to Southwold on the Suffolk coast. 
She went through these economic struggles in silence; she 

hardly ever referred to these things, when, years later, she be- came well 
known and people asked her questions about her life, she said: ‘My sto-
ry...gives me the impression of turning fiction into fiction. Reality had 
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proved treacherous. Unfortunate are the adventures which are never nar-
rated.200 

The beginning of her first draft to her novel The Bookshop testifies to her 
belief that experiences should be narrated: “Experiences aren’t given to us 
to be ‘got over,’ otherwise they would hardly be experiences.”201 This re-
markable statement of hers also conveys the message that people should 
learn things from their experiences. They should not be wasted. And Pe-
nelope Fitzgerald is one of those unique writers on whom nothing is wast-
ed. 

Penelope Fitzgerald did not care much about how she looked, not be-
cause she could not afford such things any more but because she preferred 
spending money on travelling, movies and theatre-going, and buying 
books. A friend of hers, Iris Birtwistle, who liked Penelope Fitzgerald very 
much, later described her 

as being like a little robin, with her ruddy complexion and unbrushed mop 
of reddish-blonde hair. She always looked as if she had been out all day 
sailing with no hat on; she was bright, alert and cheerful.202 

She adds that Penelope Fitzgerald was “honest, “generous, extremely 
artistic, self-deprecating, ‘loyal to the bone’, and heroic,” who “never com-
plained, and, though she was friendly, ‘you never knew what she was 
thinking’.”203 Iris Birtwistle, while describing Penelope Fitzgerald’s mar-
riage, notes that she “never had the slightest idea that there were any prob-
lems, and Desmond, who was very quiet when he did appear, was not 
mentioned in his absence.”204 Penelope Fitzgerald remained reticent about 
any issue concerning her family and always hesitated to ask for help, but 
unfortunately, it was Desmond who 

did ask Evoe and Mary for money, without telling her, and she was ap-
palled when she discovered this. She felt it was her job to sort out the 
mess they were in. She was a forty-three-year-old wife and mother with an 
ineffective husband, and next to no income.205 
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Penelope Fitzgerald, who had long turned a blind eye to her husband’s 
numerous faults, such as “coming home late, drunk and with no money,” 
and to his constant borrowing from her, could not help but feel upset and 
angry when Desmond received his mother’s pension after his death.206 For 
Maslow, self-actualising people are problem-centred individuals who, like 
Penelope Fitzgerald, have a purpose in life and reasons to live for, many of 
which are for the good of others.207 

Penelope Fitzgerald, seeking no happiness amid the financially difficult 
times, convinced herself that she was the one who would settle things 
down so her family could live honourably. Her struggle brings to mind the 
great Ralph Waldo Emerson’s statement on happiness: 

The purpose of life is not to be happy. It is to be useful, to be honourable, 
to be compassionate, to have it make some difference that you have lived 
and lived well. It is not the length of life, but the depth [that matters].208 

Her whole life is the proof of it: to be useful to her family, to her coun-
try, to her children, to be compassionate to those loved by her and to make 
a difference in the best sense of the word. 

In Southwold, as things worsened, Desmond stayed with the family on-
ly at weekends and went to work in London during the week, where he 
drank a lot. Penelope Fitzgerald and the children “spent quite a bit of their 
time, at weekends, sitting outside various pubs waiting for Desmond to 
come out.”209 It was during this time that Phyllis Neame asked Penelope 
Fitzgerald to come and work with her in the bookshop in Suffolk. Unfor-
tunately, the town’s limited interest in books did not bring any fortune, 
and Penelope Fitzgerald, now forty-three, moved back to London in 1960 
to live on a barge. In her 70s, she described this move as being unable to 
find a reasonably priced place in London, so she had to get used to the idea 
of living on a barge called Grace which 
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was moored on Chelsea Reach, between Battersea Bridge and Albert 
Bridge, so that we were living on an old wooden barge which for many 
years had carried cargoes [of coal] up and down the east coast under sail.210 

Nothing was wasted in Penelope Fitzgerald’s life, and these two years 
living on the barge eventually inspired her Booker Prize-winning third nov-
el, Offshore (1979),211 which was dedicated ‘To Grace, and all who sailed in 
her.’ The novel “is an apt frame through which to read Fitzgerald’s life.”212 
Although the barge was a source of inspiration for Penelope Fitzgerald, 
this was not the case for her children. Tina would remember the place as 
“chilly and damp: ‘rough, cold, grim, wet’,” and for Valpy, “Grace was in-
sanitary, bleak, and unsafe. ‘A total disaster area’.”213 Despite the incon-
veniences and even the danger of living on the barge, Penelope Fitzgerald 
called it a much-loved Grace. 

Desmond continued to come home drunk. It was perhaps for this rea-
son that she stopped sleeping with him for the rest of her life and started 
sleeping on the sofa in the common room, where she woke up before and 
went to sleep after everyone else.214 She not only lacked ‘a room of her 
own’, to use Virginia Woolf’s phrase, but she never had a bedroom of her 
own from that moment. Family friends were worried, however, and they 
were never “allowed to ask how and why the family had come to this.”215 
These friends could not help but wonder why she never asked for help, but 
she was firm 

to keep the ship afloat herself. She was a Knox, she was a Hicks. Knoxes 
and Hickses, on the whole (Ronnie had been an exception), did not believe 
in luxury or comfort; they prided them- selves on their independence, on 
their stoicism, on living on their wits.216 

Penelope Fitzgerald was a self-sufficient person and did not want to 
depend on anyone else for a living. Abraham Maslow describes such actual-
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ising people as being self-governing and self-deciding rather than depend-
ing on others. To him, such people have the willpower to “make up their 
own minds, come to their own decisions, are self-starters, are responsible 
for themselves and their own destinies.”217 He adds that such people are 
focused on personal growth and seek to realise their potential. 

This independence of environment means a relative stability in the face of 
hard rocks, blows, deprivations, frustrations, and the like. These people 
can maintain a relative serenity in the midst of circumstances that would 
drive other people to suicide; they have also been described as “self-
contained.218 

Penelope Fitzgerald knew she had to be the household's breadwinner, 
and from 1960 she began teaching at various schools, including the Italia 
Conti Stage School, the Queen’s Gate School in Kensington, and Westmin-
ster Tutors. All these years, her children were well aware of their mother’s 
challenging times. In 1965, Valpy, in his letter to his sister Tina, expresses 
his appreciation of his mother’s sacrifices: “I think you (and I) must realise 
that Mama has been through absolute Hell to keep us together and finish 
our education.”219 

At the beginning of 1962, Desmond, in despair, began “to steal from 
his Chambers” by forging “signature, and pocketed the cash, either for 
drink, or for the housekeeping, or for paying off the debts. This went on for 
months, until he was found out. His case went to trial.”220 Fortunately, 
because of his service in the War, Desmond was put on probation for two 
years, which meant he had to check in with his probation officer every few 
weeks. This was not a grave or arduous punishment, though a humiliating 
one.”221 He was eventually disbarred from the Chambers. He was fortunate 
to have a family where “the court case was never discussed.”222 In a letter 
dated 18th of December 1962 to her friend Rachel Hitchens, we see again 
how strong she is in handling what happened to Desmond: “I have had a 
hard year, but everything is straightened out now, thank heavens.”223 In 
another letter to Richard Ollard, her friend and publisher, she says: “There 
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is a point with living conditions when things have to get better. I felt this 
when we were awash in the Thames.”224 However, the problems were not 
waving farewell to her family. 

Benjamin Franklin advised the young to keep their “eyes wide open be-
fore marriage, and half shut afterwards.”225 She kept her eyes half shut 
afterwards and did not allow other people’s opinions to affect her deci-
sions. This enabled her to survive and actualise herself through her mar-
riage. George Eliot, in her novel Middlemarch, seeks to show that marriage 
is an ongoing process in which both partners evolve. In Penelope Fitzger-
ald’s marriage, she and her children successfully went through this painful 
and lengthy process. And like Isabel Archer in The Portrait of a Lady by Hen-
ry James, she remained faithful to her marriage vows. 

In 1963, while Penelope was teaching at school and the girls were at 
school, Grace began to sink, and within two days they lost almost all their 
belongings: “Most of Penelope’s family documents, photographs, letters 
from her mother, childhood mementoes, were lost, to her great dis-
tress.”226 The next day, she returned to teaching with dignity, excusing 
herself: “I’m sorry I’m late, but my house sank.”227 Penelope Fitzgerald and 
her daughters were taken into council house accommodation with other 
women and children for four months. However, these challenging events 
failed to dishearten her or break her spirit. 

Penelope Fitzgerald proved she could live in any condition. Abraham 
Maslow describes such people as adaptable to any condition: “they are 
ready to handle good people as good people, while also being able to han-
dle bad people as bad people.”228 

After they were provided with a temporary dwelling, Desmond moved 
in with them, and Penelope Fitzgerald continued teaching. Desmond was 
now determined to find a job, and “after a time found a low-level but se-
cure job as a travel agent’s clerk.”229 Thanks to this low-income job, the 
family was able to travel again, as it allowed them “to cut-price or free 
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travel with Lunn Poly tours.”230 These travels would allow her to showcase 
her writing gifts and talents. Katherine A. Powers admires this spirit of 
hers: 

Fitzgerald knew exactly who she was, and never allowed the circumstances 
of her life — the blighted prospects, descent into poverty and homeless-
ness, marital trials, crumby jobs, condescension from literary insiders — to 
blind her to her own gift and greatness.231 

Almost two years after the sinking of Grace, the Fitzgerald family 
moved to another council house, where they would live for eleven years. 
During these years, she would be described as 

a middle-aged teacher, recovering from a traumatic period of homelessness 
and deprivation, living in a dreary council estate in south London with a 
disgraced alcoholic husband in a dismal low-paid job, her children coming 
and going from school and university, her early ambitions to be a writer 
catastrophically thwarted, her life obscure. This was not, in fact, the whole 
story—or at least was only the bleakest version of the story. Something 
else was bubbling under the surface, all this time. But she was certainly a 
very long distance away from the ‘blonde bomb- shell’ of Oxford, or the 
wartime BBC employee, or the literary editor in Hampstead, and she felt 
that distance acutely.232 

Hermione Lee describes this clear distance from her younger self with 
reference to Human Voices in the following words: 

‘Their lives were shaking into pieces. Goodbye, Asra, she thought,’ says the 
heroine of Human Voices, bidding farewell to her young self, as she puts 
her arms around her incompetent, bewildered lover. ‘God knows what’s 
going to become of you now.’233 

Penelope Fitzgerald was a fully functioning person, to use Roger’s 
phrase. The process of self-actualisation is inseparable from marriage, as 
self-actualised people reveal their potential most fully in such a challenging 
and complex event. Not all self-actualised people are able to reach the fol-
lowing at the same time: 

1. Becoming a great parent, 
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2. Reaching one’s potential in their career track, 
3. Expressing oneself through art writing, music, etc. 
4. Finding spiritual purpose and peace with God, 
5. Experiencing different cultures and natural wonders. 
6. Contributing to humanity in a meaningful way.234 

It was no surprise that all the Fitzgerald children were admitted to Ox-
ford as scholarship students: Valpy to Trinity College, Tina to Somerville, 
and Maria to Lady Margaret Hall. With the children away and Penelope too 
busy with teaching and writing, Desmond was mostly left alone. Yet from 
his letters written during his travels, it is clear that Desmond was very af-
fectionate and deeply grateful for Penelope Fitzgerald’s presence in his life: 
“Even though I am always late — I do hate going away as I miss you so 
much. All my love, Your unsatisfactory Tour Operator” and, with the pass-
ing of time, “I love you more, if that were possible, but it is.”235 She was 
also a woman who loved and valued her family. Her love for her family is 
evident in the letters: “I really don’t see how one can do without a fami-
ly.”236 

Abraham Maslow, while discussing how love in self-actualising people 
forms, states that these people have “a healthy selfishness, a great self-
respect, a disinclination to make sacrifices without good reason.”237 These 
people can also be 

extremely close together and yet go apart when necessary without collaps-
ing. They do not cling to each other or have hooks or anchors of any kind. 
One has the definite feeling that they enjoy each other tremendously but 
would take philosophically a long separation or death, that is, would re-
main strong.238 

1972 was the year of Penelope and Desmond Fitzgerald’s thirtieth 
wedding anniversary and the year during which the British Museum wel-
comed the Tutankhamen exhibition, to which Penelope went several 
times. This exhibition would later become the inspirational source for her 
first novel, The Golden Child, written to cheer up her dying husband. 
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In 1975, Desmond fell ill, and Edward Burne-Jones was published. Des-
mond’s illness had warning signs in 1974 during a short holiday they took 
to Paris. He was later diagnosed with bowel cancer and died in August, 
aged fifty-nine: “His death certificate described him as ‘travel agent’. He 
was buried in Putney Vale Cemetery.”239 

It seems that Penelope Fitzgerald was not really ready for death. That is 
what she writes in her letter to a friend, Maryllis Willie Conder: 

I was told a year ago after his op. that Desmond couldn’t live, but didn’t 
really prepare myself as I should have done, and I do feel it as a dreadful 
blow, only I really oughtn’t to complain as I’m so lucky being here, with 
Tina and Terry upstairs, and their bicycles in the hall, and someone to talk 
to whenever I need to; the truth is I was spoilt, as with all our ups and 
downs Desmond always thought everything I did was right [...] and I have 
to be glad the suffering is over, but I do miss him.240 

When Jasmine Blakeway and Penelope Fitzgerald talked about the past, 
she never mentioned Desmond, “Whatever the gaps and silences, it was a 
relationship Jasmine greatly valued: ‘She was a great, great dear, and she 
wanted to be a dear ... It was lovely to be her friend.’”241 Whenever Penelo-
pe Fitzgerald was asked about her marriage in interviews, she replied with 
gratitude, “While we had our difficulties, we never actually separated.”242 
In the same vein, it is the self-actualising person who is “capable of “grati-
tude.” The blessedness of their blessings remains conscious. [...] life re-
mains precious and never grows stale.”243 

Penelope Fitzgerald did not often talk about her unhappy marriage. 
This might be because of her Victorian values, or simply because she was 
brought up that way. She did not find it strange that Desmond returned 
from war a changed person; on the contrary, staying with Desmond testi-
fies to her strengths, not her weaknesses. Divorcing would have made it 
easier to achieve success earlier, but her generosity of spirit also under-
scores her strength in the face of failure. 

Nietzsche seems to have been Penelope Fitzgerald’s guide in life, as 
discussed above, in embracing difficulties and failures. In her case, his pos-

                                                           
239  Lee, Penelope Fitzgerald: A Life, 237. 
240  Penelope Fitzgerald, The Afterlife, 174. 
241  Lee, Penelope Fitzgerald: A Life, 335. 
242  Knight, 199. 
243  Maslow, Motivation and Personality, xxi. 



PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION | 97 

 

itive thoughts about failure are justified. They never frustrated her, never 
put her off; on the contrary, they strengthened and empowered her. Many 
facts are proving that failure is stimulating rather than demoralising. But 
she stuck to her principles and pursued her goals. 

In his award-winning book Failure and the American Writer: A Literary His-
tory (2014), Gavin Jones states that failure is the “key element of success” 
for some authors. Nigel Barber believes that repeated failures help people 
build a shield against hardships. These people can easily adapt to life's 
changes and are aware of the beauty that follows each failure.244 

It seems like Penelope Fitzgerald has taken advantage of the positive 
outcomes of the failures she has experienced in her marriage. Thanks to 
her endurance of all the hardships, she courageously faced many frustra-
tions after her marriage. The values she possessed empowered her. After 
all, she “wrote 13 books, including biographies. They were leavened with a 
forgiving humour and gentle flashes of illumination. She won England’s 
Booker Prize for “Offshore” in 1979.”245 Moreover, she never blamed her 
mishaps for only being able to start publishing after sixty.246 

She undoubtedly fits the characteristics of Maslow’s self-actualising 
persons in that she kept writing, she remained true to her marriage as a 
wife, and did her best to be an ideal mother for her children. This, for 
Maslow, is the need for self-actualisation, where the person yearns to be an 
ideal mother.247 Growth, for Maslow, 

has not only rewards and pleasures but also many intrinsic pains and al-
ways will have. Each step forward is a step into the unfamiliar and is pos-
sibly dangerous. It also means giving up some- thing familiar and good and 
satisfying. It frequently means a parting and a separation, even a kind of 
death prior to rebirth, with consequent nostalgia, fear, loneliness and 
mourning.248 
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This is the case with Penelope Fitzgerald, as she was always ready to 
face the unfamiliar. Each failure later served as a rebirth for her in both her 
fiction and her life. After all, she was a woman who resembled those de-
scribed in her famous and often quoted statement: 

I remained true to my deepest convictions, I mean to the courage of those 
who are born to be defeated, the weaknesses of the strong, and the tragedy 
of misunderstandings and missed opportunities, which I have done my 
best to treat as comedy, for otherwise how can we manage to bear it?249 

Albert Camus remarks that “In a man’s attachment to life there’s 
something stronger than all the ills in the world.”250 The things that kept 
Penelope Fitzgerald clinging to life were art and literature, in particular the 
legacy of her parents and uncles, her children, her passion for knowledge, 
her keen sense of beauty, her tolerance, her perseverance, and her patience. 
Despite the predicaments in her life as a mother with three children and an 
alcoholic husband, she never found fault with anything. Though life was 
arduous during her marriage, Penelope Fitzgerald emerged triumphant and 
kept her senses awake through art and literature. Her hardships are evi-
dent in the lines on her face. 251 However, she was the “master of her 
fate”252 as a self-actualised woman who reached the peak-experiences 
stage. 

Seen in this light, Penelope Fitzgerald’s marriage was not merely a sto-
ry of disappointment and delay but a long apprenticeship in endurance, 
humility and imaginative sympathy. The years of war trauma, poverty, 
homelessness, domestic chaos and quiet loyalty did not destroy her; they 
tempered her. They taught her, in Nietzsche’s sense, to “bear almost any 
how,” and, in Maslow’s sense, to remain problem-centred, independent 
and oriented towards growth. From this uphill battle emerged not only a 
self-actualising woman who refused to waste her experiences but also a 
writer whose late, concentrated body of work transforms failure, loss and 
missed opportunities into art. In the chapters that follow, I turn from the 
trials of her married life to the novels, biographies and essays through 
which this hard-won “idealised self” finally finds full creative expression. 
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CHAPTER III 

SELF-PORTRAIT OF THE WRITER IN LETTERS 

3.1. Letter Writing as a Genre 
Defined as “the humane art which owes its origin to the love of 

friends”1 by Virginia Woolf, “an incomparable art of Human connection”2 
by Sam Shepard, and “a technology of the self”3 by Michel Foucault, letter-
writing has always served as a means of communication for humanity for a 
variety of reasons. Whether to consider letter-writing as a literary genre or 
not has long been debated. Moreover, the letter genre itself is divided into 
several subgroups, such as e-mails, text messages, business letters, and 
personal letters. 

In the first place, it is necessary to mention women’s role as letter-
writers in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the so-called golden 
ages of letter-writing. There is a consensus among critics that women are 
better letter writers than men. Letter-writing is even labelled as “women’s 
genre.”4 Chi Luu, who mourns “the lost age of letters,” states that starting 
from the fifteenth century till the nineteenth century, as a means of self-
exploration and a getaway from the harsh realities of the time, it was 
women who were active letter writers to form and develop their relation-
ships with family and friends.5 If it were not for the posthumously pub-
lished letters of women writers, we would never know that for Emily Dick-
inson “a letter always seemed [...] like immortality,”6 nor would we be able 
to sympathise with Charlotte Brontë for her unrequited love letters to her 
French teacher, Monsieur Héger. 
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Letter-writing was so popular in these centuries that it gave rise to the 
epistolary novel. It is also important to note that epistolary fiction first 
appeared in Aphra Behn’s Love-Letters between a Noble-Man and his Sister 
(1684-1687) and summited in Frances Burney’s Evelina (1778) and Samuel 
Richardson’s Pamela (1740). Mary Hunter remarks that Richardson’s fa-
mous epistolary work vividly enables the reader to witness the characters’ 
secrecy.7 The epistolary novels Pamela and Evelina are definitely sources that 
provide historical evidence of the role of women in a particular environ-
ment and society. 

In addition to epistolary fiction, the published collection of letters by 
various artists and literary figures reveals different characteristics of these 
people. With the letters of Ursula Nordstrom (1910-1988), the famous 
children’s literature publisher, for example, Leonard Marcus, in his Dear 
Genius: The Letters of Ursula Nordstrom (1998), brings out her impeccable 
personality through her letters. The letters help readers see how 
Nordstrom’s private life shaped her works, as well as illuminating the zeit-
geist of the period.8 One of the most outstanding figures of the modern 
period in America, Georgia O’Keeffe (1887-1986) romance letters to Alfred 
Stieglitz bring out an extraordinary glance at the delicacy of mankind, as 
well as providing a comprehension of the artistic development.9 In recent 
times, Malcolm Jones, who calls letter-writing “Lost Art” in his Newsweek 
review, states that through letters one pours out one’s authentic self even 
if one does not want to do so.10 Despite many grains of truth in Malcolm 
Jones’ statement, it is hard to agree with him since, for more than thirty 
years, there has been an increase in life-writing studies as well as in the 
publication of the letters by great male and female writers.11 That said, 
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letters were often treated as raw material for biographies. The Oxford Cen-
tre for Life-Writing defines life-writing as encompassing and, at the same 
time, transcending biography. The genre encompasses a person's entire 
life, from private life to literary life and works.12 

Despite its controversial status as a genre, letter-writing goes under the 
umbrella term life-writing, which embraces the genres of “autobiography, 
memoirs, letters, diaries, journals (written and documentary), anthropo-
logical data, oral testimony, and eye-witness accounts.”13 According to 
Margaretta Jolly and Liz Stanley, letters have become a source of autobio-
graphical material for literary researchers.14 However, just like literary bi-
ographies, the truth and sincerity of the context behind letter-writing is 
something to be questioned, because one adopts different kinds of tones to 
different addressees.15 The prominent figures of the seventeenth century, 
Joseph Addison and Richard Steele, noted that letters are the greatest tools 
to measure one’s personality.16 Samuel Johnson, on the other hand, after 
having read Alexander Pope’s published letters, doubted the capacity to 
reveal “the true characters of men.”17 Like Malcolm Jones, Simon Garfield 
also regards the genre as “the lost art.” In his introduction to the book, he 
prophesies something nearer to the truth: “A world without letters would 
surely be a world without oxygen.”18 Liz Stanley, in her article “The Episto-
larium: On Theorizing Letters and Correspondences,” refutes the argu-
ments against letter-writing as a genre. She considers letters to be direct 
sources to a person’s life and to supply facts about incidents and charac-
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ters.19 The author believes letters to be dialogical and perspectival just like 
photographs in that they delightfully undertake the viewpoint of the mo-
ment with a distinctive voice and tone peculiar to the writer.20 The letter-
writer is omnipresent because readers go on enjoying them posthumously 
as well.21 

Professor Bedrettin Tuncel, also considering letter-writing as a genre, 
believes that letters are historically and sociologically important to trace 
the cultural and the personal and strongly conforms to the idea that letters 
reveal the personality of the writer. To him, it is difficult to define the 
characteristics of letter-writing. However, he adds: 

According to Maurois, there are three types of letter writers: those who 
write only to express their ideas and thoughts; those who write the goings-
on; (in such letters the important and aesthetic thing is not what is narrat-
ed but how it is narrated. [...]); and those who cannot resist but write eve-
rything that has happened.22 

Professor Tuncel emphasises the importance of privacy and confidenti-
ality of letter-writing: “One should not write a letter as it is going to be 
read by a thousand.”23 It is Penelope Fitzgerald herself who also 

believed that as a biographer she could get to know a subject as well as an-
yone she had actually met, ‘particularly if you have the letters.’ In her case, 
the letters are probably better for they offer us an intimacy that only a few 
people enjoyed with her in life. Despite which they are tantalising.24 

As was mentioned above, the reliability of the letters is of utmost im-
portance. However, it is not always the case. For example, Elizabeth Carter 
had her letters copied for the future generation to be published and read by 
posterity. Virginia Woolf, on the other hand, also expected her letters and 
diaries to be published. Those who did not really wish their letters to be 
published, like Jane Austen, Henry James, and Sylvia Plath, wanted their 
letters to be destroyed, at least their private letters. 
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With Penelope Fitzgerald, although she has not stated what is to be 
done with her literary legacy posthumously, we see a woman who never 
thought of writing her own biography, nor did she think of having her let-
ters published. Evidently, it was her executor and at the same time son-in-
law Terence Dooley’s initiative to publish her remaining letters, as most of 
them went to the bottom of the River Thames when they were living on 
the barge “Grace.” And taking into consideration that she was reticent by 
nature and would never have thought of having her letters read by 
strangers, her letters gain much more significance in evaluating and as-
sessing her real self. Terence Dooley, supportingly, claims that although in 
her letters Penelope Fitzgerald “writes eloquently, she is unselfconscious 
and unguarded—it is quite evident that she wrote without thought of pub-
lication.”25 He adds that “Her fame came so late in life that there was no 
reason for anyone to keep her letters, apart from affection, and she lost her 
personal records.”26 

In one of her letters to her old friend Ham (Hugh Lee), she disapprov-
ingly mentions how Quentin Bell and others have turned their family and 
connections into an industry and made much money “out of digging out 
and publishing their family skeletons.”27 She had always been far from dis-
playing her family skeletons, especially those relating to her husband and 
their relationship. 

Terence Dooley remarks that her letters show Penelope Fitzgerald’s 
sincerity, because “in letters she could say all that she wanted to say, and 
couldn’t quite face to face. She did so in a way that was truthful, witty and 
persuasive, but above all focused on the person she was writing to.”28 The 
letters give a truthful portrayal of Penelope Fitzgerald’s personality, “of 
what she was really like, a sense of the passage of her days, an impression 
of her career and interests, and the same pleasure they gave to those who 
first opened them.”29 Through her letters, we gain deeper insight into her 
motherhood, her capacity for friendship, her writing career, her relation-
ship with her editors, her keen sense of humour, and her love of art, litera-
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ture, nature, and travelling. We also learn about her relationship with her 
neighbours, her likes and dislikes, and her flaws. 

Maria Popova, in her 2012 Atlantic article, seeks the intriguing reasons 
behind letters that appeal to readers to the degree of persuasiveness.30 The 
metaphorical statement of Edith Wharton, “a woman’s life is like a great 
house full of rooms, and you never get to the secret room,”31 fits Fitzger-
ald’s lifestyle as no one else’s. Despite her reticence and the missing years32 
in the collection, the letters are inevitably a key to these secret rooms of 
the writer, who is not without skeletons in the cupboard. It is her literary 
biographer, Hermione Lee, who says that “We will never know many 
things about her. She took them with her to grave.”33 In light of this in-
formation, her letters become revealing, if we are to satisfy Maria Popova’s 
curiosity about letters. 

In the literary reviews on her collection of letters, it is clear that the 
critics find the collection vital for biographical factors. Jo Littler reviews the 
letters as “literary missives” in The Guardian.34 Mark Bostridge, in The Inde-
pendent, points out that 

her letters do offer an essential guide, perhaps better than any biography 
could do, to the unusual trajectory of Fitzgerald’s professional life as a 
writer, and to the diffidence which remained one of her most striking char-
acteristics long after she achieved the kind of success which most writers 
only dream about.35 

Carmen Callil praises the collection for its biographical elements: “Un-
til a biography of this genius comes along, we have these letters. So ironic, 
idiosyncratic and beautiful,” adding that 
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if Jane Austen had been permitted to live a century or two later, had lived 
in England through two world wars and had been allowed to take part in 
the ups and downs of domestic and literary life, she would have been just 
like Penelope Fitzgerald.36 

Jackie Wullschlager finds the collection of letters illuminating because 
that is the place “where she does reveal herself,” and points out that the 
biographical material in the letters “are the raw materials of her great nov-
els.”37 Professor Dame Hermione Lee, emphasises Penelope Fitzgerald’s 
modesty in her 2008 The Times review and believes that “Her daffy manner 
was a useful camouflage” and every bit of her that we read through the 
letters finds their place in her novels.38 A. S. Byatt, who knew her personal-
ly, in the preface to the collection of her letters, discusses how “parts of 
Fitzgerald’s own life served as raw material for the earlier novels.”39 Un-
doubtedly, Penelope Fitzgerald’s letters definitely serve as literary material 
for her objective biography. 

The collection of letters, edited by Terence Dooley, is not chronological. 
The first part of the letters is to family members and close friends, and the 
second part consists of her correspondence with her editors and publish-
ers. Only those who kept Penelope Fitzgerald’s letters were included in the 
collection. The collection ends with two poems and two hand drawings by 
Penelope Fitzgerald. 

It is quite clear that the collection of letters, which are the reminis-
cences and traces of such an enduring life, play an important role in defin-
ing her life as a whole 

from dazzling early success, a promising career as literary editor, a com-
fortable, if hubristic, establishment in Hampstead, down to destitution and 
humiliation, the half-way house for the homeless, and thence ever up-
wards, by dint of hard work, study and inspiration, until at eighty she was 
at the peak of her achievement, reputation and earnings, passing for the 
first time, as she ruefully remarks in the letters, into a higher tax bracket.40 
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In Terence Dooley’s opinion, Penelope Fitzgerald had achieved perhaps 
everything she wanted, including her final wish to see the millennium. The 
last-dated letters mark the ones 

before her first stroke, when she was eighty-three, busier than ever, re-
viewing for papers on both sides of the Atlantic, judging a prize, preparing 
a new American edition of The Knox Brothers (a family of which she was 
by now the most remarkable member) and proof-reading her stories, The 
Means of Escape, for publication by Flamingo and Houghton Mifflin. She 
survived a month longer, able to talk a little to her children, until she suf-
fered two further strokes and died on 28 April 2000. She is buried in the 
churchyard of St Mary’s, Hampstead.41 

Penelope Fitzgerald was one of the few writers who embraced the art 
and literature of other cultures. Like the goldsmith, she had the capacity to 
see and choose the most beautiful. This applies to the title of the letter 
collection under study. The collection bears the eponymous title of the 
most lyrical and narrative poem, “Good Night” by the German Romantic 
poet Wilhelm Müller. Jenny Turner states that the epigraph and the title 
are 

in a way, typical Fitzgerald: it looks so cosy and mumsy but it isn’t. It’s 
from ‘Gute Nacht’ by Wilhelm Müller, as set to music in Schubert’s Win-
terreise, as forlorn and desolate a lyric as they come.”42 

Forlornness, being one of the main themes in her fiction, indeed ap-
plied to Penelope Fitzgerald’s life as well. She lived without giving any dis-
turbance, “arrived a stranger, a stranger I depart,” and her reticence lay as a 
symbol in Müller’s final lines of the poem “Good night”: “You shall not 
hear my footsteps; / softly, softly the door is closed. / As I pass I write / 
‘Good night’ on your gate, / so that you might see / that I thought of 
you.”43 Evidently, it was Terence Dooley who gave this title to the collec-
tion of letters he edited. He must have known the poems Penelope Fitzger-
ald cherished. It was Terence Dooley again who read one of her favourite 
poems, “Uphill” by Christina Rossetti, at her funeral. 

These reflections on letter-writing as art, as life-writing, as performance 
and confession clarify why Penelope Fitzgerald’s correspondence matters 
so deeply for this study. Her letters are neither transparent windows nor 
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mere literary “raw material”; they are crafted yet unguarded self-portraits 
in motion, shaped by reticence, humour, faith and a lifelong reluctance to 
“publish her family skeletons.” Reading her fiction and biographies allows 
us to glimpse the “secret rooms” of a woman who preferred to remain in 
the background, and yet whose words, in life and on the page, trace the 
emergence of the idealised self that the book seeks to understand. 
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3.2. Friendship: Man’s Greatest Glory44 

“Friends hold a mirror up to each other; through that mirror 
 they can see each other in ways that would not otherwise be accessible to them, 

and it is this mirroring that helps them improve themselves as persons.” 
– Aristotle 

The concept of friendship has always been a central focus of great phi-
losophers. Aristotle, for instance, in Book VIII of his Nicomachean Ethics, 
discusses friendship and describes it as a virtue and a thing “most neces-
sary as regards living,” because no person on earth would prefer a life 
without friends.45 He considers friendship equally important for young 
people and adults. To him, friendship is not only necessary but also virtu-
ous, and “good man” and “friend” are synonymous. He goes on to discuss 
the three types of friendship: of enjoyment, of help and of virtue. In short, 
those of help and of enjoyment do not last for long. It is the friendship of 
virtue that endures: 

For each alike wishes good thing to the other insofar as he is good, and 
each is intrinsically good. And those who wish good things to their friends 
for the friends’ own sake are friends most of all, since it is because of 
themselves and not coincidentally that they are disposed in this way.46 

Epicurus (341-270 BC), on the other hand, who calls friendship an 
“immortal good,” considers the notion essential to human happiness. Ac-
cording to him, we feel secure because we know that our friendship will 
withstand the hardships in life.47 He hails the concept to the extent that he 
thinks it “helps to make us like the gods, and helps to alleviate the prob-
lem of the hostility of other men.”48 Moreover, Seneca’s (c. 4 BC-AD 65) 
work Letters from a Stoic, which covers the exchanged letters between Sene-
ca and his close friend, also gives a detailed insight into both Seneca as a 
person and what it means to be a good friend. He writes that one will not 
be able to understand the real meaning of friendship unless one finds a 
friend whom one trusts as much as one trusts oneself. A good friend, to 
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him, is a friend whom we can trust undoubtedly, so that we can “welcome 
him with all your heart and soul.”49 

Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882) emphasises the inspiring forces of 
friendship. He states that the stronger bonds formed with friends help us 
to be more prolific in our “intellectual and active powers.”50 The philoso-
pher also sees friendship as a special virtue of human beings. He cherishes 
friendship as something that increases our intellectual and active powers. 
To him, friendship is so sacred that one is rid of negative feelings towards 
the person he greatly values. A friend’s success must be celebrated as our 
own success; we should take pride in his being valued and esteemed by 
others. Emerson adds that the well-being of our friends should be cared for 
more than our own.51  

The transcendentalist author and poet Henry David Thoreau (1817-
1862), whose name figures in Maslow’s list of self-actualised people and 
who was a true friend of Emerson, points out the strength of friendship in 
his poem “Friendship,” which highlights the challenges of life. He resem-
bles friendship to “Two sturdy oaks” who stand next to each other through 
“the winter’s storm, / And spite of wind and tide, / Grow up the meadow’s 
pride, / For both are strong.”52 

In psychology, friendship takes a vital place in a person’s overall well-
being. According to Robert S. Albert and Thomas R. Brigante, who call 
friends the ‘other’ part of us, who help us improve our “personal cognition 
of the world.”53 In the same vein, Professor Carol Diane Ryff believes that 
psychological well-being is a philosophical issue related to ‘good life,’ an 
issue discussed in Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics. In her ‘Six-factor Model 
of Psychological Well-being’ theory, Ryff opined that having warm and 
trusting relationships with our friends serves our overall well-being and 
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our life of virtue.54 Supportingly, in one of the series on ‘Tackling Issues of 
Aging,’ Harvard researchers emphasised a close connection between a per-
son’s self-growth “and their relationships with family, friends, and com-
munity.”55 According to the researchers, even a person's overall health can 
be diagnosed through their relationships with friends. It must be empha-
sised that it is through close, intense friendships that people not only have 
a happier, more meaningful life but also stronger physical health. 

Abraham Maslow, in his hierarchy of needs, discusses the vital role of 
friendship in ‘love and belonging needs.’ To him, we are social creatures 
yearning to interact with others through our relationships with family, 
friends and loved ones. It is psychologically healthy people who manage to 
have deep, warm friendships.56 He argues that we do not establish friend-
ships for the sake of feeling good and emphasises their benefits for our 
mental and physical health.57 In his opinion, people do not build friend-
ships for mercenary reasons, but rather it is a natural instinctoid need, the 
term devised by Maslow and ranking among human basic needs. 

The writer, novelist, diarist and essayist Anaïs Nin (1903-1977) re-
marks on the issue of friendship as follows, “Each friend represents a 
world in us, a world possibly not born until they arrive, and it is only by 
this meeting that a new world is born.”58 Virginia Woolf, in her experi-
mental novel The Waves, through her characters’ soliloquies, lays particular 
emphasis on the importance of friendship: “Some people go to priests; 
others to poetry; I to my friends.”59 Evidently, to her, friendship acquires 
much more importance than religion and art. 

Undoubtedly, Penelope Fitzgerald had a great capacity for friendship 
and had few friends, but they were lifelong. Through her letters to her 
friends, including Hugh Lee (Ham), Maryllis Conder (Willie), Rachel 
Hichens, and Elizabeth Barnett, we learn much about her personality and 
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her relationships with them. Maryllis Conder and Rachel Hichens had been 
her close friends since childhood. Penelope Fitzgerald’s understanding of 
friendship, in this case, belongs to Aristotle’s group of friendships based on 
virtue. As Aristotle puts it, “such friendship is likely to be rare, however, 
since there are few such people.”60 

Penelope Fitzgerald’s correspondence starts with Hugh Lee, a lifelong 
friend from Oxford University, whom she addresses endearingly as Ham. 
The thirty-six exchanged letters cover the period when Ham was serving in 
the military at the very beginning of WWII, when England was involved, 
and after 1978, when they resumed their friendship. Her letters to Ham 
show that he was much more than a friend to her, how concerned she was 
about his overall well-being, and how worried she was about his discom-
fort.61 

Penelope Fitzgerald’s best childhood friend, Maryllis Conder, ‘Willie’, 
valued this friendship of theirs to the extent that she kept the twenty-five-
year-old letters in a “my Mops letters file box.”62 Terence Dooley calls the 
collection of letters “a remarkable record of friendship,”63 and shares a 
heartfelt remark which once again proves Fitzgerald’s powerful role in her 
friends’ lives: “Maryllis wrote to Tina after Penelope’s death that her 
mother appeared to her at night in her room to console her and to tell her 
not to worry. It sounds the sort of thing she would do.”64 

Another enduring childhood friendship of Penelope Fitzgerald’s is re-
vealed in the letters she exchanged with Rachel Hichens and her daughter, 
Elizabeth Barnet, Penelope’s goddaughter. She admired her goddaughter’s 
marriage and willpower when her goddaughter went to India with her 
husband. Even the very few letters that survived show that Penelope Fitz-
gerald never feels pride in apologising to her friends;65 she always writes 
her letters with no thought of personal gain, that is to say, never expects a 
letter in return, saying that “this is not a letter that needs answering.”66 
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She is grateful and sorry for her heart, “as it’s worked excellently for so 
many years and obviously needs a rest.”67 

Though very few letters of her stepmother, Mary Knox, survived, her 
relationship with her was but a friendly one. They met and wrote to each 
other quite often. The surviving letters testify to her love for flowers and 
nature. She shared with Mary the latest news about her published novels 
and how the literary appreciation of them made her feel. Helen Knox, 
though a family member and sister-in-law, was also a good and apprecia-
tive friend of hers, even though only one of her letters survives. 

Penelope Fitzgerald was always tactful in her relationships with friends, 
and so was she with Ham. After his marriage to Penny, she always sent her 
regards to his wife and asked about her well-being in her letters, which 
eloquently illustrate her grace and delicacy. She never hesitated to thank 
him over and over again after an invitation to tea, lunch, or dinner. She 
always felt anxious about speaking “anything where people’s feelings and 
sensibilities are concerned,”68 thus preferring to remain silent rather than 
being tactless. Abraham Maslow describes this characteristic as the “con-
tinued freshness of appreciation” in self-actualised people. These people 
can innocently embrace “the basic goods of life” with amazement, delight, 
and joy, whereas others find such experiences dull.69 

Penelope Fitzgerald’s admirable modesty is evident in her attitude to-
wards these few but true friends. When Hugh Lee suggested that Penelope 
Fitzgerald write her biography, she unhesitatingly refused, unwilling to 
delve into her own past. However, she had written The Knox Brothers. We 
see her modesty when she calls herself ‘ignorant’ about gramophone rec-
ords and says that she considered them “like a duck to water and play 
them all day, and even try to sing them in the bath.”70 Moreover, when 
talking about her works, she prefers to be called a ‘fictioneer’ rather than a 
biographer or a novelist. In a letter to Ham, she humbly says that after all, 
“Burne-Jones is the only biography I’ve done” and need not be called a 
biographer.71 
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As previously mentioned, according to Epictetus’ stoicism, we must in-
ternalise the thought that everything is momentary and ephemeral, “even 
those we most cherish.”72 Such people are good at concealing their emo-
tions, but this does not mean they do not suffer. Penelope Fitzgerald’s let-
ters testify to her stoicism. Her stoic motto in dreadful times was “we’re 
survivors, so we might as well revel in it.”73 She calls her difficulties “imag-
inary and certainly small and dull,”74 and refers to them as “unimportant 
problems of mine which aren’t really even problems.”75 In a 1940 letter to 
Ham, she states how tiring it is to complain just because she felt depressed 
and needed cheering up.76 Similarly, in her letters to her goddaughter, she 
tells her about her heart that “doesn’t tick properly,” about “large quanti-
ties of pills” she has to take, and how they “make [her] feel ill in different 
ways.”77 In 1996, at the age of 80, she was already the author of many 
prominent works. And yet under these circumstances, she went on review-
ing books. In one of her letters to Willie, she shares the loss of her hus-
band and emphasises that she must not complain, however unprepared 
she had been. She emphasises how delighted she is not to be alone, thanks 
to Tina and Terry’s presence. Hilary Spurling, in The Guardian review, 
“Modesty was her metier,” emphasises that her “strategy for coping with 
successive catastrophes seems to have been either to ignore them altogeth-
er or to cut them down to a size so small that they hardly mattered any-
more.”78 Relatedly, self-actualising people, according to Abraham Maslow, 
despite the failings and defects of life, embrace “their own human nature in 
the Stoic style” without hesitation.79 

Addressing the likely question “how did she manage to survive all the 
hardships of her life” at a time when she desperately needed money for 
basic needs and when any other woman in her position would not even 
dream of writing or authorship, one answer seems to be in Hugh Adling-
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ton’s introduction: Penelope Fitzgerald was committed “in her teaching 
and later in her writing, to the idea of the complex miracle of ... great art, 
of what answer we can give to it from our own being.”80 Another im-
portant point is that these hardships and predicaments never diminished 
her “appetite for beauty, culture and language.”81 Even in this short intro-
duction, Hugh Adlington suggests the close relationship between her writ-
ing and her life. He quotes Dean Flowers, who points out that Fitzgerald’s 
writing is comprised of “skill and moral quality, form and spiritual val-
ue.”82 She was able to see deeper, “the courage of those who are born to be 
defeated, the weaknesses of the strong.”83 Adlington emphasises Penelope 
Fitzgerald’s “moral sense, forged by family, predilections and her historical 
moment.”84 

In another letter to Willie, Penelope Fitzgerald refers to her illness as 
“My Symptoms” and alludes to Burne-Jones, who calls illness “the pale 
face that looks in at the door one day”, because she stoically accepts that 
“sooner or later you get to the illness which is going to finish you off.”85 In 
a later letter, she complains about her declining memory, which “has be-
come abysmal”, and that she “can’t even repeat Keats’ Ode to a Nightin-
gale to myself right through, which used to have such a good calming effect 
when I was having the babies.” Nevertheless, she states, “I don’t care—I’m 
a very old woman now and feel I must be borne with,”86 and that she feels 
“sorry for my heart which has made such an effort for so long.”87 She feels 
“ashamed (really, deeply ashamed) of making these complaints when I 
have no real responsibilities and even sth the moment I’m lying warm in 
bed.”88 All these remarks are substantial evidence of how she accepted her 
condition in a stoic spirit. 

Through her letters, we also witness Penelope Fitzgerald’s genuine sin-
cerity. For Ralph Waldo Emerson, it is the same when he points out the 
rarity of a kind of friendship that is passionate and sincere to the degree of 
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“absoluteness [when] one chemical atom meets another.”89 With Ham, 
she shares the dinner parties she attended, and once again, her keen sense 
of humour and her humility are intact: 

I told Mrs H. (quite accurately) that I couldn’t abide bulldogs, and insulted 
the horrid but apparently precious specimen which she keeps. Now she is 
stalking up and down and saying that intelligence is all very well but other 
things are more important. I was terrified of Sinclair too. He looks so dry I 
want to wash him; but this may be my feline instincts coming to the top. 
Oliver was kind and covered up my social errors as well as he could.90 

Self-actualising people “can and do speak realistically and harshly of 
those who deserve it, and especially of the hypocritical, the pretentious, the 
pompous, or the self-inflated.”91 To Willie, she expresses her displeasure 
with committees, “and can never think of anything to say, and there is a 
woman called Selina Hastings who is always making me feel small.”92 

We share the same sense of humour when she jumps from her fear of 
Blitzkrieg to her “fondness for doughnuts.”93 Perhaps this was to cheer her 
dear friend Ham during his Military Service. The same goes for another 
letter of hers, in which she shares that she attended “to a dreadful diplo-
matic party” given for “the Czech minister [...] and his wife,” and that they 
had to endure their story of bereavement “and desperate escapes,” which 
went on for thirty minutes. 

and was much interrupted by showers of tears from the wife which min-
gled with the enormous pearls she was wearing and shook the whole saga 
till it tottered on its little gilt legs.94 

She ends the letter with a humorous remark that no one minded her 
but the dog.95 

Penelope Fitzgerald, without a doubt, shaped her friendships in the 
best possible way. To her friends, there was something “which made her 
so lovable, beyond wit and intelligence...a very private person, and ex-
tremely modest about her talent.”96 Hermione Lee emphasises how good 
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Penelope Fitzgerald was at making friends when quoting Iris Birtwistle’s 
thoughts about her: 

she was bright, alert and cheerful. Iris thought her honest, generous, ex-
tremely artistic, self-deprecating, ‘loyal to the bone’, and heroic. She never 
complained, and, though she was friendly, ‘you never knew what she was 
thinking’.97 

Her lifelong and standing friendships add to her unique personality. 
Her friends sustained her during her challenging years. For example, after 
her mother’s death, she stayed not with her father and stepmother but 
with the family of her friend she had known from the boarding school. 

In their interpersonal relations, actualizers are qualified for deeper love 
and more complete understanding.98 In this way, Abraham Maslow relates 
that loyalty and a small number of true friends are preferred over a fake but 
big company. Penelope Fitzgerald gave so much importance to friendship 
that in her very sick and old days, she justifies the poet Alfred Edward 
Houseman and quotes his poem “Yonder See the Morning” in the lines 
“Ten thousand times I’ve done my best/And all’s to do again.” She adds 
that she  

cant help feeling this every morning, although it passes off with a cup of 
tea, to some extent. Still, when 7 o’clock comes, I have an illusion that I’ve 
earned a rest, actually earned it, even though I haven’t got anything to 
show for it, and now I shall be able to have a nip of whisky, and think of 
kind friends.99 

There is little exaggeration in her statement that friends see “more of 
each other than most married people,”100 and it was for this reason that 
she valued friendship to the extent that “in her biography of Edward 
Burne-Jones, she vividly evoked the intense friendships, the heartaches and 
passions between the young Pre-Raphaelites at Oxford in the mid-
nineteenth century.”101 She, as Epicurus described, found an indescribable 
“human happiness” in friends and trusted them no less than herself. In 
line with Seneca’s understanding of good friendship, she shared not only 
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what was special to her but also a part of her life with these friends. Her 
lifelong friendships brought out the best in her. 

In the light of these philosophical, psychological, and biographical per-
spectives, Penelope Fitzgerald’s friendships emerge as more than a private 
consolation or a charming biographical detail. They are one of the principal 
arenas in which her “idealised self” is tested, refined, and sustained. 
Through her letters to Ham, Willie, Rachel, Elizabeth, and others, we see a 
woman who insists on loyalty over spectacle, tact over self-display, humour 
over self-pity, and quiet endurance over complaint. If, as Aristotle suggests, 
“friends hold a mirror up to each other,” then Fitzgerald’s correspondence 
reveals both the clarity of the mirror she held up to those she loved and the 
reflected image of a self that, over time, learned to live with courage, reti-
cence, and grace. In what follows, this book traces how that same moral 
and emotional economy of friendship informs her roles as daughter, wife, 
mother, teacher, and, ultimately, as a writer whose late-blooming art owes 
as much to the constancy of her friends as to the solitude of her study. 
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3.3. Motherhood 

“Mother: the most beautiful word on the lips of mankind.” 
– Kahlil Gibran 

In the online Cambridge Dictionary, ‘motherhood’ is defined as “the state 
of being a mother.”102 However, there is much more to this complex con-
cept. In the online Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary, the entry ‘mother’ is ex-
plained as follows: “A woman that has born a child; correlative to son or 
daughter.” / That which has produced anything. / That which has preceded 
in time. / That which requires reverence and obedience.”103 The concept 
has been a delicate subject not only across cultures but also the most dis-
cussed issue in psychology and literature. In Islamic doctrine, according to 
the Prophet Muhammad’s hadith, “Heaven is under the feet of your moth-
ers,” mothers play a great role in preparing their children to live a healthy 
and good life, contributing to the world in the best way possible; and that 
as a mother feeds her baby,  

she receives, for every mouthful [of milk], and for every such, the reward 
of one good deed. And if she is kept awake by night, she receives the re-
ward of one who frees seventy slaves for the sake of Allah.104 

In Christianity, “motherhood is the highest calling,”105 and “raising 
godly children”106 is one of the most important aspects of motherhood. In 
classical philosophy, mothers are often forgotten figures, as discussed pre-
viously.107 Alison Sharrock and Alison Keith, in their article “Maternal 
Conceptions in Classical Literature and Philosophy,” note that research on 
the concept of motherhood is relatively new in the discipline.108 
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According to the family therapist and clinical psychologist Dr Stephan 
Poulter, there are five kinds of mothers: the perfectionist, the unpredicta-
ble, the best friend, the me-first and the complete mother. To him, only 
about 10 per cent of the mothers are complete mothers, which is a combi-
nation of the best features of the other four mother-types. They are “emo-
tionally balanced” and assist their children to gain freedom by themselves. 
Such mothers, despite all the ups and downs in their lives, are also devoted 
and do not project their emotional negativity onto their children.109 

Motherhood has been the focus of many literary works. In his Writers 
and Their Mothers, Professor Dale Salwak observes that literary men might 
cherish or dislike their mothers, but this does not change the fact that doz-
ens of works were written to understand these people. His concluding re-
mark deserves attention: 

Literary mothers, whether good or bad, are memorable characters. Bad 
ones become cautionary tales of the depths that humans can sink to; good 
ones become emblematic of the love we all yearn for.110 

Amy Joyce defines the controversial notion as tiring but illuminating, 
back-breaking, and, at the same time, vital. At times, the mother doubts 
everything’s being, and at other times feels she knows the purpose of eve-
rything.111 In The Paris Review, on the other hand, Lauren Elkin designates 
motherhood as “the new friendship.”112 To Adrienne Rich, “All human life 
on the planet is born of woman.”113 Interestingly, the author and also a 
registered nurse, Anna Prushinskaya, named her book A Woman Is a Wom-
an Until She is a Mother (2017), in which she discusses the challenges of 
motherhood confronted by the writer and activist Alice Walker, the 
filmmaker Sophia Cruz, the frontierswoman Caroline Henderson, and the 
midwife Ina May Gaskin. 
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In light of the above-mentioned discussions and remarks, it can be said 
that Penelope Fitzgerald herself was a good, loving, proud and ‘complete 
mother’ according to Dr Poulter’s definition. She had a son, Valpy, and two 
daughters, Christina (Tina) and Maria (Ria). Although only her daughters’ 
letters are included in the collection, because her son did not keep her let-
ters, she writes about Valpy throughout her correspondence with her 
daughters, expressing concern for him, sharing news of his successes and 
journeys. Penelope Fitzgerald valued the family institution more than liter-
ature and art. Her son-in-law, Terence Dooley, states that through her let-
ters to her daughters, we get “a most moving portrait of motherhood, 
which always took precedence over literature for Penelope.”114 In his com-
ment on The Bookshop, Christopher Knight depicts “Florence’s bereavement 
and childlessness as a small tragedy.”115 She justifies this remark in a letter 
to Maria that the home “seems empty without you, but I should be grate-
ful, I know, because if you have three children and they leave home gradu-
ally, you at least have a chance to get used to it.”116 Through Penelope 
Fitzgerald’s letters to her daughters, we see a woman with a sense of hu-
mour who never hesitates to show her affection and love towards them, 
who is generous in her praise of them, always thankful, economical, hard-
working, travelling, writ, and stoical. It must be noted that it was in her 
letters that she was generous; in public, “she did not praise her children to 
their faces.”117 She did not hug them; she did not kiss them but “all three 
children describe her as a devoted mother.”118 

The letters exchanged with her daughters continued until her death. 
With her elder daughter, Christina, she starts writing letters from her first 
absence, “to school trips, language courses, vacation nannying jobs, to Ox-
ford, and finally her move to the West Country.”119 With Maria, her 
younger daughter, “the letters date from her first absences from home 
through to her time at Oxford. Thereafter, she and her mother lived in 
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London, and there was no further need for letters.”120 In order to have at 
least some human bond, being near one of her daughters was her 

long-term serious plan [and] that somehow or other I must be near either 
you or Tina, when either of you ‘settle down’ —not to call in every mo-
ment and brood, but just so as to have a hu- man link—I know it would be 
asking too much to hope to be near both of you.121 

Penelope Fitzgerald’s motherly affection is testified to in a fascinating 
poem called “Autumn: Departure of Daughters,” put away in a drawer, 
devoted to her “dark & light brown daughters” as they began leaving home 
for education. She hesitates to call the house ‘a home’ without her daugh-
ters: 

Oh my dark & light brown daughters 

When you go to find new faces 

Our place & me are put in our places 

Our place may take what name it pleases— 

It stares & stares, and all it sees is 

That it is not a home. 

Oh my dark & light brown daughters 

When you go to find new places 

Our place must face that it has no faces— 

Tidiness, emptiness and peace is 

All it has, and all it sees is 

That it is not a home.122 

It is clearly evident that each child transformed her life. She compares 
the happiness she felt when she got the six copies of The Knox Brothers to 
“bringing a new baby from hospital. This is the case when life’s experienc-
es recur.”123 This example shows how important her children were to her. 
Her poems devoted to her daughters display a good token of love. Her let-
ters to her elder daughter Tina are full of her love, care, sympathy and 
motherly concern: “I’m afraid I’m not at all successful; as a mother, in not 
getting on your nerves: but I do love you very much. It’s so queer with no 
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voice coming from your room.”124 She openly expresses in one of her “later 
letters to Maria that she could not imagine living without one of her 
daughters nearby.”125 To her, “Getting old is not to be recommended, but 
it’s so wonderful to have kind daughters—wonderful.”126 She was a woman 
who never hesitated to congratulate and praise her daughters’ successes: 
“we’ve just received your wonderful exam news, I’m so delighted, not only 
in a school-teachery way but I did think you deserved it so, you worked so 
hard and were so well up to it.”127 Moreover, Penelope Fitzgerald valued 
writing and receiving letters, and she continuously wrote letters to 

Valpy, of whom she writes in a never completed late essay, with perhaps 
rather whimsical and unjust exaggeration: ‘I’m not sure that he knows 
how to write a letter, and I think it possible that he doesn’t read them.’ She 
took the greatest possible pride in his achievements, as in those of her 
daughters.128 

After all, he was her one and only son, and Penelope Fitzgerald loved 
him to the extent that she forgave his indifference due to the misunder-
standing between her and his wife. When he shared the news of his pro-
posal to Angelines in a letter to Penelope Fitzgerald, informing that 

I need a ring, I was wondering if there was one in the family, or that you 
knew of one I could have as it would mean so much more than one bought 
in a Spanish jewellers. If you can find one, can you send it out as soon as 
humanly, possible.129 

Penelope Fitzgerald later noted that “It was heart-breaking.”130 Howev-
er, years later, when her son “had left Cambridge for a professorship in 
Development Economics at the Institute of Social Sciences in the 
Hague,”131 she did not miss his inaugural lecture in November 1980. She 
was then sixty-four. She had never been afraid of housework. When she 
moved to a small village in Somerset with her daughter, Tina, and son-in-
law, she turned “the big walled jungle of eight-foot-high nettles and over-
grown fruit trees”132 into the garden of her dreams. Her elder daughter and 
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Terence Dooley had to move to different places with three children, not 
without financial difficulties, and all these years, “she followed them eve-
rywhere, helping with their gardens, attentive to her grandchildren.”133 

Penelope Fitzgerald highlights the challenges of parenting and child 
rearing, saying: “God sends the love with the child” and expressing her 
conviction that “he also sends the worry with the parents.”134 The Ameri-
can author John Steinbeck, in his novel East of Eden, notes that one should 
dare to bring up a child.135 According to Abraham Maslow, a self-
actualising woman, “when she becomes a mother, she feels one with her 
child.”136 He also confirms that because self-actualisers focus on the prob-
lem rather than on themselves, they habitually undertake a duty in life, 
always find something to do, and engage their energy to “some problem 
outside themselves.”137 Penelope Fitzgerald, too, till the end of her life, felt 
one with her children, always in contact with them; writing to, visiting, 
and taking care of her grandchildren. She is there to fix their problems, is 
concerned about their health, and is proud when she sees their ability to 
“face up very bravely to the horrors”138 of some circumstances, even when 
they are not at home, and to deal with everything wonderfully well. 

Through her letters to her daughters, we see a woman who was very 
economical, demonstrating that economy was an indispensable part of her 
life. For example, in one of her letters to her daughter, she writes: “If I get 
up before 5 a.m. I allow myself an extra bit of bread-and-butter if later 
not.”139 She travelled a lot with Desmond and took very few belongings, 
even though her daughter “Ria insists on taking a large assortment of 
clothes, although I think only trousers are necessary.”140 Penelope Fitzger-
ald hesitated to buy something new for herself. When she did buy some-
thing new, it was definitely from the sales,141 because she made her own 
dresses142 and mended her own shoes, which her elder daughter found 
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horrid.143 She dyed her own “hair with a tea-bag,”144 and decided that she 
“must try dyeing my hair with stronger tea-bags, like Death in Venice.”145 
She valued old and handmade things. In a letter to her daughter Tina, she 
asks whether she could keep the serape carpet, which she bought from 
Mexico long ago, which they are using on the living room floor with so 
much shyness in order to use it as a bedspread as 

it was never meant as a rug or a carpet, any more than your own heirloom 
patchwork quilt, and if it has to be on bare boards without any undercarpet 
I don’t think it will last long, if it’s walked over. Please don’t think me 
mad, or even worse, stingy, but please could you take it up, [...] Anyway I 
would be glad to contribute to another rug for your birthday, if I could 
please keep the serape, I think you can see from the way it’s wrinkling up 
that it isn’t really intended to go on a floor? It never has before. – I wish 
now I’d kept the undercarpet from Theale, but no matter. Don’t be an-
noyed with me, truly I appreciate your goodness to me over so many years 
– it’s just a weakness of old age to want to keep a few ‘nice things’ con-
nected with the past and the serape as we said is 35 years old – I could 
never buy one like it now – and I should so much like to keep it – perhaps 
it isn’t a ‘nice thing’ to anyone else, but it is to me.146 

She shared with Tina that she knew “nothing about jewels and care 
less”147 because there were more important things than jewellery. She was 
thankful to have “a roof over [her] head after all and a separate loo and 
bathroom and enough to eat and can (more or less) pay [her] way.”148 To 
Maslow, such people, uncommon among others, take on tasks ambitiously. 
They are only happy and motivated by self-growth and self-improvement. 
In this sense, Penelope Fitzgerald was not only an economical mother but 
also a self-effacing one. She would order insufficient amounts of linoleum 
remnants “for the loo and kitchen” to make the house look a bit more like 
a home, as “another small step forwards, and I’m collecting plants for the 
balcony,” alongside “working very late each night on this (probably use-
less) Spanish grammar.”149 She got up in the small hours to make bread 
and “cultivated tomatoes” in the backyard of their home.150 While teaching 
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at Westminster Tutors, she heated the sausages “on the school radiator 
between twelve and one.”151 

She was an invaluable, giving mother, always ready to run to help: “I’m 
going to help Tina with Luke and with another baby she takes in during 
the day (as well as a disabled one on Wednesdays).”152 Self-actualising 
people have something in common; to Maslow, they have 

a relative stability in the face of hard knocks, blows, deprivations, frustra-
tions, and the like. These people can maintain a relative serenity in the 
midst of circumstances that would drive other people to suicide; they have 
also been described as “self-contained.”153 

In her letters, we see that the family faced life's difficulties with great 
stoicism. When she learned that Desmond was to be operated on, she 
comforted her daughter Ria by saying, “It is just one more difficulty to face, 
and we have already faced many.”154 She writes that her husband caused 
inconveniences only with a sense of humour.155 In a letter to Tina, she 
writes that it is not a healthy way of thinking to keep oneself in a mood of 
depression: “I feel so low, but this won’t do, and is not the right attitude of 
mind.”156 She always feels guilty when talking about her problems: “felt 
furious with myself afterwards because (as always) I kept talking about all 
these unimportant problems of mine which aren’t really even problems”157 
and that as “they will solve themselves.”158 

Throughout these letters, we see a great deal of her unusually great 
sense of humour. For Maslow, actualizers have a humour “not of the ordi-
nary type.” They might find a thing to be very dull, while it can be funny 
for others. Therefore, these people “do not laugh at hostile humor (making 
people laugh by hurting someone) or superiority humour (laughing at 
someone else’s inferiority) or authority-rebellion humour (the unfunny, 
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Oedipal, or smutty joke).”159 To Tina, she writes about a funny incident 
that happened in the train station when one of her 

shoes fell off just as I was getting into the train—it fell right under the 
train— but just before we started a kindly man managed to hook it up with 
his umbrella—I was so grateful—but his wife, in a white plastic hat, 
seemed rather annoyed. How could I have arrived in London with only one 
shoe?160 

Another humorous description of hers is given in one of her letters to 
her friend Richard Ollard, when she describes the attic she lives in: 

This is a kind of attic, overlooking the tree-tops, with gold wall-paper. It’s 
rather strange. I was moving an arm-chair wh: had no bottom, so people 
fell through it, and found some valuable jewellery wh: had been lost for 25 
years.161 

That was the time when she taught and began writing “at the screech 
of dawn.”162 The attic, where she lived for seven years, did not matter at all; 
what mattered was that “for the first time in about forty years, she was not 
dependent on anyone else, and had no one depending on her.”163 

Through these letters, we observe her love of literature as well as her 
interest in art, poetry, films and teaching.164 Teaching was so important to 
her that she was an idealist in this sense: “to make anyone you’re teaching 
feel unhappy means you can’t teach them anyway.”165 On one occasion, 
Penelope Fitzgerald felt that her “life seemed to be crumbling into dust” 
when young Maria said to her, “that studying art and literature is only a 
personal indulgence and doesn’t really help humanity or lead to any-
thing.”166 This depressed her very much because for her “the truth is, 
though I would never dare say it in public, that the value of studying litera-
ture only really appears as you go on living, and find how it really is like 
life—that it all works.”167 
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Her letters provide some insight into her faith as well. From them we 
see that she attends sermons in the church regularly.168 Penelope was 
astonished at Tina’s confession that she “can’t stop laughing in church.” 
She was wondering whether she laughed 

because you’ve come to feel the whole thing is absurd? I do hope not! (I 
thought of this morning when I was counting my blessings, one great one 
being that all 3 children are still believers, as we used to call it.)169 

It is necessary to include her attitude toward her own mother here. It is 
hard to modify and even harder to judge her attitude towards Christina 
Knox. In The Knox Brothers, there is not a word about her death or the char-
acters’ reactions to it. Nor is her name given in the index. It reminds me of 
Virginia Woolf’s treatment of death in To the Lighthouse. Woolf mentions 
Mrs Ramsey’s and her son’s deaths in brackets, as if for the fear of remem-
bering and going through the traumatic event once again. Penelope Fitz-
gerald mentions her father’s remarriage: “He [her father] was most happily 
remarried, to the daughter of his friend Ernest Shepard.”170 Although few, 
there are still some heartfelt comments about her mother in The Knox 
Brothers, as well as in her letters. She mentions her mother in one of her 
letters to Ham, a woman “who’d always been used to plain living and hard 
thinking and a large vicarage family.”171 

Despite the remarkable traits of Penelope Fitzgerald mentioned above, 
Abraham Maslow notes that self-actualising people are not without imper-
fections. For this reason, Maslow “could not use perfection as a basis for 
selection, since no subject was perfect.”172 This applied to Penelope Fitz-
gerald as well. In a letter to Maria, she wishes that the dogs eat some of the 
discarded fireworks so “that this reduces the dog population.”173 We do 
know that Penelope Fitzgerald loved her friends’ dogs, but at the same 
time, she was scared of bulldogs.174 After all, this does not justify her wish 
to reduce the population of street dogs.  
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Additionally, she, who thought, “shall never see Constantinople (as I 
choose to call it) now,”175 as it was her dream, insists on calling Istanbul by 
that name. When she had the chance to visit Istanbul, she wrote to Ria 
that “the rotten Turks have broken a lot of the crosses off.” She is, after all, 
embracing when she excitedly shares that “At last I’ve heard a muezzin 
calling to prayer!”176 Although Penelope Fitzgerald was not Anglo-centric, 
there was a general prejudice against Turks in the West. Many other re-
markable figures in literature, like Charlotte Brontë, who also makes fun of 
sultans and harems in Jane Eyre, Virginia Woolf, who uses Constantinople 
in Orlando when the city had already been officially called Istanbul, along 
with Joyce Carol Oates and Samuel Johnson, are but a few of those suffer-
ing from Anglo-centrism. Maslow states that self-actualised people also 
display negative personality traits: 

They too are equipped with silly, wasteful, or thoughtless habits. They can 
be boring, stubborn, irritating. They are by no means free from a rather 
superficial vanity, pride, partiality to their own productions, family, friends, 
and children. Temper outbursts are not rare.177 

At times, her stoicism fails her, and she cries out silently in her letters 
that she is “so sick of being poor!”178 However, despite the persistent pov-
erty during her marriage, she never regretted having children. She would 
not accept the idea of “the calm life of the childless” and seems convinced 
of “the possibility of loneliness inconceivable if you haven’t children, no 
matter how irritating they find you. The childless, after all, are also grand-
childless.”179 

Penelope Fitzgerald was a mother who, despite going through sleepless 
nights and tiring days, took pride in her motherhood and was a complete 
mother, not only because of the spiritual support from her friends and fam-
ily, but also because of her strong character, which made her who she was. 
Through her effective parenting, she rose to her full potential as a mother. 

As mentioned before,180 she had always wanted her children to share 
her tastes and preferences. At the same time, she wanted them to succeed 
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where she had failed, such as making money and becoming financially in-
dependent.181 Her motherhood dream came true. It is an excellent consola-
tion that she lived long enough to see her children climb the ladder of suc-
cess. Valpy is now a retired Professor of Economics, Christina is a Spanish 
teacher, and Maria is a Professor of Developmental Neurobiology at Uni-
versity College London. She never regretted that her maternal feelings 
came before her writing career. In 1973, she wrote to her daughter: “One 
must justify one’s existence.”182 Undoubtedly, she managed it as well as 
possible. 

Based on these letters, poems, and memories, motherhood appears as 
one of the central sites where Penelope Fitzgerald’s “idealised self” is both 
challenged and fulfilled. As a mother, she balances being economical with 
generosity, is reserved yet deeply concerned, and is often self-effacing but 
quietly proud of her children’s successes. Her correspondence shows a 
woman who always felt “one” with her son and daughters, accepting worry 
as part of love, and facing domestic hardships with humour, faith, and a 
stubborn, understated courage. To understand Fitzgerald’s later creative 
breakthroughs, we must consider her maternal role: for her, her purpose 
extended beyond her writing to shaping lives through daily acts of care, 
which helped her become, in Maslow’s terms, more fully herself. 
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3.4. A Woman of and Beyond Theories 

“She felt this thing that she called life terrible, hostile,  
and quick to pounce on you if you gave it a chance.” 

“What is the meaning of life? That was all—a simple question; one that tended  
to close in on one with years. The great revelation had never come.  

The great revelation perhaps never did come.” 
– Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse 

It must be for these unanswerable questions about the meaning of life, 
its unpredictability, uncertainty, complexity, and messiness that the great-
est philosophers of the world have tried to answer with a vast number of 
theories about the enigma called life. Great philosophers and critics, from 
Friedrich Nietzsche and Albert Camus to Terry Eagleton, have questioned 
the meaning of life, suggesting a variety of ways to make sense of it. Frie-
drich Nietzsche considered suffering an indispensable part of human life, 
and “to survive is to find some meaning in the suffering.”183 Albert Camus, 
on the other hand, thought it futile to search for the meaning of life. How-
ever, he considered the issue to be of utmost importance and “The most 
urgent of questions.”184 Camus states that one will never be able to acquire 
happiness if one searches for it, and one will never be able to live fully as 
long as one searches for the meaning of life.185 To him, “Happiness and the 
absurd are two sons of the same earth.”186 In order to understand the no-
tion of ‘the good life,’ they believed that it was an inevitable fact to focus 
on our ‘selves’ and their inner growth. 

Terry Eagleton blames philosophers for analysing the meaning of life 
issue rather than answering it. He uses a number of funny designations for 
the meaning of life, such as “phoney,”187 and “kosher question”188, along 
with logical ones like “rare,” “problematic,”189 and “a suspect term.”190 At 
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the very start of his book The Meaning of Life: A Very Short Introduction, he 
considers the question unanswerable, like many others, “which go eternal-
ly unanswered.”191 His punny statement about the issue is not without 
sense either: “not knowing the meaning of life is part of the meaning of 
life.”192 Terry Eagleton is faithful to this idea till the end of his book when 
he claims that no book on the meaning of life will provide a satisfactory 
answer. Nevertheless, he considers quality human values to be the basis 
for happiness and contentment. 

The German philosopher and writer Friedrich Nietzsche (1844- 1900) 
and his philosophy on how to live ‘The Good Life’ through ascetic ideals is 
of much importance in terms of self-growth. His concepts of the Apolloni-
an and Dionysian, the Will to Power, and the Übermensch, each in its own 
way, served as powerful forces for centuries in shaping the understanding 
of ‘the good life’. In The Birth of Tragedy (1872), Nietzsche discusses the 
dichotomy of the Apollonian and Dionysian, both stemming from the an-
cient Greek gods Apollo and Dionysus. The Apollonian is the rational, log-
ical, calm, harmonic and the wisdom side of human nature, whereas the 
Dionysian is its dark, chaotic, mad and sexual side. The ideal personality is 
pursued when the two sides have a balanced harmony. Nietzsche states 
that we need both sides, neither side being superior to the other, adding 
that real wisdom comes from accepting the Dionysian side in us.193 Simi-
larly, modern psychologists reveal this need for harmony in our sub-egos. 
To them, we are at different times a parent, “child, teacher, student, work-
er, friend, enemy, moralist, sensualist.” But we have to be able to form a 
balance between them.194 Those who can keep the balance and are self-
controlling are called enkrateia, and those who cannot are called akrasia. 
Penelope Fitzgerald, in this sense, is a self-controlling woman of strength, 
not afraid to compete with life itself. 

Penelope Fitzgerald, herself a reader of Nietzsche, has a calm and wise 
nature, and according to Nietzsche’s theory, her Apollonian features out-
weigh, but she is not without Dionysian sides either: she enjoys a martini, 
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a good meal when treated, she indulges herself in theatre, exhibitions, and 
all sorts of creative activities. She does not have the negative sides of Dio-
nysus, though sometimes, not often, she could be aggressive, obstructive 
and obstinate. She was well aware of the absurdity of life, which made her 
feel pessimistic at times. Hermione Lee, in her biography of the writer, 
quotes her notes in her appointment diary, which reveal her depressive 
mood: “We aren’t really constituted to bear our memory, it’s so painful.”195 
Mrs Thing’s response to the fairy is full of rebellious instructions: 

Going to work neat & clean — coming back a total wreck’. ‘Making a list of 
things you’ve done for the last time’. ‘Idiot evening’. ‘Idiot afternoon’. ‘The 
tragic figure knows when to abandon hope.’196 

When her daughter, Christina, and Terence Dooley wanted to move to 
the village, she first refused to accept it because she did not want to leave 
London. Moreover, her unaccepting attitude to her Spanish daughter-in-
law, Angelines,197 is also an example of her Dionysian side. To Nietzsche, 
everyone has a Dionysian side in them, but the ideal personality, in this 
case, self-actualised people, keeps them in control. In contrast, the weak 
ones internalise the Dionysian features. Penelope Fitzgerald was a perfect 
example of keeping both sides under control. Nietzsche’s philosophy of 
‘The Will to Power,’ which influenced the later theories in the individual 
psychology of Alfred Adler, is similar to the idea Abraham Maslow put 
forward for self-actualising people that a man must be what he can possi-
bly be.198 

To Nietzsche, the will to power is an instinctual need for every man-
kind: “The philosopher and the scientist direct their will to power into a 
will to truth. Artists channel it into a will to create. Businessmen satisfy it 
through becoming rich.”199 The will to power is, in other words, a driving 
force to reach the best version of ourselves, the will to betterment. The 
theory discussed in his highly debated, posthumously published set of es-
says, titled The Will to Power, was widely misunderstood. However, Nie-
tzsche, in this unfinished magnum opus, emphasised that he wrote “for a 
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species of man that does not yet exist: for ‘the masters of the earth’,”200 
perhaps addressing a species he later called “Übermensch,” translated as 
Superhuman, Superman or Overman. The Will to Power, which the author 
defines as “A book for thinking, nothing else: it belongs to those for whom 
thinking is delight, nothing else.”201 In the book, Nietzsche is not very op-
timistic about the future of the world in which he foresees the increase of 
pessimism and nihilism. Nevertheless, his answer to the question “Who 
will prove to be the strongest in the course of this?” deserves attention: 

The most moderate; those who not only concede but love a fair amount of 
accidents and nonsense; those who can think if man with a considerable 
reduction of his value without becoming small and weak on that account: 
those richest in health who are equal to most misfortunes and therefore 
not so afraid of misfortunes-human beings who are sure of their power and 
represent the attained strength of humanity with conscience pride.202 

Penelope Fitzgerald was not afraid of misfortunes and was always 
aware of her abilities. There was no end to her misfortunes in life: the 
boarding school at the age of eight, her mother’s death at the age of eight-
een, her father’s remarriage soon afterward, her own unhappy marriage, 
her constant moves from one disastrous place to another, her financial 
insecurity, raising her children in poverty, and her having to earn money by 
teaching even at the age of 72. 

Nietzsche, as well as Abraham Maslow, includes “integrity, dignity, 
sense of duty, justice, humanity, honesty, straightness, good conscience”203 
in his list of virtues for ‘the good man,’ or the superhuman. For Penelope 
Fitzgerald, truthfulness and honesty were an inherited Knoxian legacy.204 
To her, this legacy characterised itself in “love of inventing rules for, gen-
erosity, honesty, and intellectual severity.”205 

In his book Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1883), Friedrich Nietzsche discusses 
his notion of Übermensch, an ideal human being. According to Nietzsche, 
in order to be able to reach the state of an ideal human being or the state of 
unselfing, to use Iris Murdoch’s term, one needs a three-step metamor-
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phosis: the state of being a camel, a lion and a child. It is essential to him 
to evolve from a camel into a child. The ego-centric or self-centric nature of 
a human being is likened to a camel. Like the camel, carrying so much a 
heavy burden, the self longs to be free from a self-fashioning state. When 
the self undergoes a transformation that frees it from such a burden, it 
becomes a lion. The lion-like self now rebels against everything, resisting 
all boundaries, and still needs to undergo another transformation. The 
child-like self is innocent, forgetful, “a beginning anew, a play, a self-
propelling wheel.”206 Unlike the camel obeying and unlike the lion rebel-
ling against everything, the child desires to find the truth on his own to be 
able to reach a meaningful life through discovering his own self. 

Moreover, the Übermensch, for Nietzsche, is someone authentic, real 
and honest, always speaking the truth. In line with this, we can definitely 
say that Penelope Fitzgerald was honest and realistic with herself, freeing 
herself from the masses. Hermione Lee points out that Penelope Fitzgerald 
was born into an exceptionally talented family who were perfectly honest, 
highly intelligent, reticent, attentive, and had the “willpower, oddness, and 
powerful banked-down feelings.”207 To Nietzsche, the Übermensch is the 
one who has the ‘willpower’ and is never afraid of failure.208 He is an essen-
tialist, genuine, brief, and loves his destiny. 

Penelope Fitzgerald’s stoicism testifies to her acceptance of her destiny, 
which Nietzsche calls Amor Fati. She embraced life as it was and enriched 
it with her efforts throughout her life: when her mother died just before 
college, when she had a dangerous life on the barge Grace, when her 
“house sank,” when she had to postpone her dream of writing, when she 
had to live almost penniless, when she made fun of her own illnesses, 
when she lost her husband, and when she was despised for winning the 
Booker Prize for her novel Offshore. Penelope Fitzgerald had her own values, 
but this did not mean she accepted her fate blindly. She was never the 
slave of her destiny, trying to overcome the vicissitudes of life with strong 
determination. 
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Penelope Fitzgerald’s ideas echo those of Nietzsche’s. Hermione Lee 
mentions that Penelope Fitzgerald had notes on Nietzsche, quoting that 
“Nietzsche complained of the ‘smell of failed souls’ in modern civilisa-
tion.”209 Moreover, Nietzsche could not stand failed souls, he preferred 
those who were good at enduring suffering,210 stating that “What does not 
kill me makes me stronger.”211 Nietzsche’s impact on Penelope Fitzgerald’s 
works can hardly be questioned. In her story “The Axe,” she writes of “the 
smell of disappointment,”212 too. Nietzsche noted: “Hope in reality is the 
worst of all evils” for hope lengthens the pains and distresses of a human 
being.213 His re-evaluation of the notion of hope also finds its reflection in 
Penelope’s novels. Readers come across this idea in The Bookshop, in which 
one of the characters, Mr Brundish, considers the saying “While there is 
life there’s hope”214 to be a terrifying thought. In the same novel, she ech-
oes Nietzsche once again by stating that “Willpower is useless without a 
sense of direction.”215 Nietzsche’s teachings emphasise that “No one can 
construct for you the bridge upon which precisely you must cross the 
stream of life, no one but you yourself alone.”216 The same goes for Penel-
ope Fitzgerald. It was the writer herself who constructed her own bridge, 
with a legacy serving as its pillars. She was a “unique self,”217 to use 
Maslow’s phrase, always searching for growth, because as one develops 
more powerfully and freshly, “the more he seeks growth values.”218 Her life 
and belated career once again show the paradoxical fate of a female writer. 
Even though she was an Oxford graduate with honours, even if she lived 
not when Woolf invented the pseudo-Shakespearean sister Judith, but in 
the middle of the twentieth century and wrote her works during the late 
twentieth century, things would have definitely turned out differently for 
her if she had been male. Courtney Cook is surprised that so many critics 
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look for the reasons for her late writing. She outrageously gives the follow-
ing reasons for her belated career: 

“Well, I don’t know as it did, really. I feel I ought to know, but I don’t” — 
which is about as good of an answer as the question deserves. Of course 
the “women’s lot” was one of the reasons she had a late start as a writer. A 
better question might be, “how did she manage to survive her woman’s lot 
and live to see her vocation fulfilled where so many women did not?” Or, 
“What is wrong with society that a mother cannot very easily make an ear-
lier start?”219 

Among the reasons given by another critic, Jessica Ferri, “raising a fam-
ily,”220 giving birth to three children in six years, and being a woman are 
emphasised. The way she started writing was compelling in itself. Penelope 
Fitzgerald describes this period in her own words: 

Women adapt in a peculiar way to the battle against Time and Nature. I 
started writing during my free periods as a teacher in a small, noisy staff 
room, full of undercurrents of exhaustion, worry, and reproach, and for a 
long time after I gave up my day job, I missed the staff room, and, sitting in 
peace and quiet, could scarcely get anything written. I had thought of both 
of them— peace and quiet—as the absence of certain things. That’s not so; 
they are positive, but to my dismay, I found they worked against each oth-
er. In the tranquillity of my own room, overlooking a garden with a large 
pear tree, I found I was waiting obsessively for an interruption and even 
ready to welcome it.221 

The existentialist French-Algerian philosopher Albert Camus (1913-
1960), himself inspired by Friedrich Nietzsche, explores whether life is 
worth living in The Myth of Sisyphus, where he also develops the theory of 
the absurd. To him, the primary concern or problem of human life is 
whether there is a chance to live the good life amidst the world’s folly and 
futility: 

There is but one truly serious philosophical problem and that is suicide. 
Judging whether life is or is not worth living amounts to answering the 
fundamental question of philosophy. All the rest - whether or not the 

                                                           
219  Courtney Cook, “Penelope Fitzgerald Was Here: An Appreciation,” Los Angeles Review of 

Books, October 20, 2019, https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/penelope-fitzgerald-
appreciation/. 

220  Jessica Ferri, “Late Bloomers: Fitzgerald and Gardam: English Novelists of a Certain Age 
Do It Better,” Lit Hub, May 20, 2020, https://lithub.com/late-bloomers-fitzgerald-and-
gardam/. 

221  Fitzgerald, A House of Air, 510. 



PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION | 137 

 

world has three dimensions, whether the mind has nine or twelve catego-
ries - comes afterwards. These are games; one must first answer.222 

To Camus, when people have a reason to hold on, they tend to have a 
more enduring approach to life’s sufferings. However, he observes that 
“philosophical suicide” becomes inevitable when people question the ab-
surdity, futility and meaninglessness of life. Philosophical suicide is the 
process of killing off humans’ inquiring and honest parts of their minds; it 
is the part that allows people to recognise how meaningless life is. This 
philosophical suicide also implies people’s desire for justice. People are 
usually in anticipation of rewards for good and punishment for evil. How-
ever, these expectations are not always met, and life hardly provides any 
convincing answers for this irrationality. Claudia Fitzherbert shows that 
Camus was not alien to Penelope Fitzgerald either.223 This is evident in 
Penelope Fitzgerald’s novels and her philosophical defamiliarized state-
ments on life: “Understanding makes the mind lazy,”224 that hope is “a 
terrifying thought,” that the phrase “very kind of you” is a mistaken no-
tion, that morality “is seldom a safe conduct,” that kind heart is useless 
“when it comes to the matter of self-preservation,” that “men and women 
aren’t quite the right people for each other,”225 and “that character was a 
struggle between good and bad intentions,”226 and that “not to succeed in 
one thing is to fail in all,”227 and that “she blinded herself, in short, by pre-
tending for a while that human beings are not divided into exterminators 
and exterminates, with the former, at any given moment, predominat-
ing.”228 

Moreover, Camus’ theory of the absurdity of our lives can be compared 
to that of Sisyphus. For Camus, Sisyphus is “the proletarian of the gods, 
powerless and rebellious.”229 He was condemned to an infinite, repetitive, 
futile and hopeless labour to roll a stone uphill continuously. The gods 
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punished him with such a vain and fruitless task, because there would be 
“no more dreadful punishment than” such.230 

However, despite all this pessimism, Camus wants us to make sense of 
life and find a purpose in it, despite its absurdity. He concludes his essay 
by saying that “all is well”231 and that the ordeal of the task is sufficient in 
itself “to fill a man’s heart. One must imagine Sisyphus happy.”232 He is, in 
fact, happy, not bored with his dull routine, and keeps doing his tedious 
and arduous work without complaining. Perhaps he is pleased to be doing 
it without getting bored and even proud of his perseverance. Camus advis-
es people to embrace life as it really is, because this is the paradoxical chal-
lenge, and like Sisyphus, find comfort in the routine. The same was true of 
Penelope Fitzgerald. Despite the hardships, she managed to fill her life 
with things that made her happy. 

The Irish and British novelist and moral philosopher Iris Murdoch 
(1919-1999) is known for her themes of “morality” and “good and evil” in 
her novels. Her reflections on “moral philosophy” and her definition of 
“Good, Self, and Unselfing” are noteworthy. As a moral philosopher, Mur-
doch considers human beings “emotional creatures,” opposing the self-
centric existentialist ideas and the Kantian notion that humans are “power-
ful and rational.” According to Immanuel Kant, a person can make their 
own fate with the “freedom of will.” However, Murdoch, criticising this 
belief, asserts that there exist notions like “good, evil, the presence of a 
higher power,” as well as their unavoidable interferences, giving rise to 
multiple mind-sets in people.233 In short, she means that there are forces 
that prevent our plans from being realised and our free will from being 
exercised. This self-centric Kantian attitude, which Murdoch calls “the fat 
relentless ego,” focuses on an individual as his own means, but what we 
need, she protests, is an outlook free from “one’s self.”234 In summary, 
Murdoch’s philosophy of ‘unselfing’ means divorcing oneself from one’s 
“selfish tendencies.” 
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Murdoch expresses her philosophy concerning the self through her fic-
tional characters. Throughout her works, she supports the idea “that litera-
ture can be an educator for areas of moral life.”235 When we observe liter-
ary works, we see how certain conditions and settings illustrate a charac-
ter’s morality.236 By stepping outside the egocentric self and benefiting 
from art through literature, we can make ourselves better; this is, Murdoch 
believes, what Good is. The Good is our moral progress, our “pilgrimage,” 
and is the direction we gain by experience. The Good, for Murdoch, is “the 
sun outside the Platonic cave, in the light of which we can see the world 
properly, but which itself is very difficult to look at.”237 According to Mur-
doch, the process also enables us to view the world with all its imperfec-
tions.238 

It is necessary to state that Iris Murdoch’s concept of unselfing is clear-
ly connected with the theory of self-actualisation. Self-actualisation is a 
process beyond the self, focusing on the good in oneself as well as others. 
While Iris Murdoch expresses her philosophy through her literary charac-
ters, Penelope Fitzgerald’s legacy represents her views in real life, which 
makes it more fascinating. Few people strive for betterment, and Penelope 
Fitzgerald has never been a woman of words but of action. In this complex 
process of unselfing, art and literature became her constant guide, as they 
were for her uncles and father. Moreover, Murdoch believes that silencing 
and suppressing the self to observe and describe “nature with a clear eye” 
is a difficult task requiring “moral discipline.”239 Her uncles’ and father’s 
life (also given in The Knox Brothers), in this sense, are unprecedented, and 
it is not surprising that Penelope Fitzgerald, a woman of great wit and wis-
dom inherited the best features of theirs, such as coping with all kinds of 
challenges, unselfing herself for the sake of her husband and children 
without any complaint, her attitude towards poverty, her modesty, truth-
telling, and lifelong strive for self-improvement. The chapter “The Endur-
ing Legacy of the Knoxes” provides a detailed account of the noble values 
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Penelope Fitzgerald inherited from her immediate family and her famous 
uncles. 

According to Murdoch, we do not create values; it is values that form 
us. There are values which we inherit and acquire, and those acquired val-
ues are what make us what we are. Murdoch’s belief that literature really 
educates and makes us better is an idea not widely appreciated. However, 
Penelope Fitzgerald was one of those who believed in the educational fac-
tor of literature and art. 

In her introduction to George Eliot’s Middlemarch, an essay in A House of 
Air, Penelope Fitzgerald mentions the word meliorist, noting that it was 
believed to have been invented by George Eliot, meaning “that the world 
can be made better by human effort.”240 In a broader meaning, the word 
conveys the understanding that everything and everyone is prone to 
growth, “and that humans can aid its betterment.”241 Fitzgerald gives the 
following interpretation of the word: 

We should do all we can, during a short human lifetime, to achieve “some 
possible better,” and the “should” is all the more binding because we can-
not have a direct knowledge of God. But the individual will to good is af-
fected by social and natural forces—by the kind of society we are born into 
and the kind of temperament we are born with.242 

Virginia Woolf, in To the Lighthouse, states that if you let life, it would be 
“quick to pounce on you.”243 But Penelope Fitzgerald never let life beat her. 
She was able to compete with life, and as a self-actualising woman, had a 
purpose and a mission in life. She knew what she wanted and was a melio-
rist, giving the notion its due: 

She believed in the value of art as work, and in the usefulness of art to the 
community. Her heroes are Ruskin and William Morris. She is inspired by 
Morris’s dedication to ‘the transformation of human existence throughout 
the whole social order’.244 

                                                           
240  Oxford Reference, s.v. “Meliorism,” accessed December 3, 2020, https://www. oxfordref-

erence.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110810105401127. 
241  Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary (Springfield, MA: Merriam-Webster, 2003), 773. 
242  Fitzgerald, A House of Air, 29. 
243  Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse (Oxford: Oxford World’s Classics, 2008), 51. 
244  Lee, Penelope Fitzgerald: A Life, xxii. 
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For her, “There is always a job to be done in her novels: running a 
bookshop or a school, keeping a barge afloat.”245 And we see her “self” and 
personality, though covertly, in her fiction. Nicholas Lezard finds her “pel-
lucid and self-effacing” and definitely quite the opposite of those “writers 
who have gone into the business not so much to discover things about the 
world as to stamp their personality on it.”246 Hermione Lee, moreover, calls 
her “A Quiet Ghost” in Body Parts: Essays on Life-Writing, emphasising that 
Penelope Fitzgerald preferred to keep things unsaid. She is a woman 
known as “England’s Most Famous Unknown Author.”247 Supportingly, 
Abraham Maslow emphasises that psychologically healthy people show 
“that they are, as a defining characteristic, attracted to the mysterious, to 
the unknown, to the chaotic, unorganised, and unexplained.”248 

Nietzsche, Camus, and Iris Murdoch, and their philosophy, all three, in 
fact, as representatives of existentialist and moral philosophy, did believe 
that human nature was flawed and far from perfect. So, their theories are 
directed towards self-improvement and self-actualisation. Nietzsche offers 
a number of ways to grow into a creative and distinctive human being; 
Camus wants people to find ways out of absurdity and meaninglessness 
and to learn perseverance and tolerance in life, as in his Sisyphus. Iris 
Murdoch, as a moral philosopher, promotes the unselfing process, which 
means that focusing on others and things outside one’s self will make one 
a virtuous person. And the main contributing factor towards unselfing, 
according to her, is Literature. As a conclusion, it must be noted that Pe-
nelope Fitzgerald definitely conforms to these theories in the best sense of 
the word. 

All the reflections on Woolf, Nietzsche, Camus, Murdoch and Maslow 
suggest that Penelope Fitzgerald cannot be reduced to a single theoretical 
paradigm or enlisted as a convenient exemplar of any ready-made “school.” 
Instead, her life and work move restlessly among these systems, confirm-
ing some of their insights, quietly resisting others, and sometimes out-

                                                           
245  Lee, Penelope Fitzgerald: A Life, xxii. 
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growing them altogether. She lives the tragic sense of life without despair, 
embraces a form of amor fati without rhetoric, practises Murdochian “un-
selfing” without naming it, and approaches Maslow’s self-actualisation not 
as a dramatic breakthrough but as a slow, late, stubborn flowering. To call 
her “a woman of and beyond theories” is therefore to recognise that the 
conceptual frameworks drawn upon in this study are not cages but shifting 
lenses: they help us see more clearly how Fitzgerald fashioned what I call 
her idealised self, even as her example reminds us that no theory can final-
ly contain the mystery, contingency, and grace of a human life. 



CHAPTER IV 

NOVELS OF LIFE 

4.1. Theoretical Background of Biographism1 

“The birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the Author.[?!]” 
– Roland Barthes, “The Death of the Author” 

As far as the nineteenth century, Charles-Augustin Sainte- Beuve, the 
French author, historian and literary critic, claimed something that is still 
valid. He believed it was crucial to identify the author behind a literary 
piece. To him, the primary rule for literary criticism is to look for the relia-
bility and honesty of the author’s fictionalised private life.2 In 1967, anoth-
er French literary critic and theoretician, Roland Barthes (1915-1980), 
himself influenced by other critics and theoreticians, put forward some-
thing quite opposite in “The Death of the Author” theory, in which he 
replaced the word ‘author’ with the word scripteur (scriptor), thus destroy-
ing the author. For many decades, Barthes’ theory has been employed and 
enjoyed by university instructors and students alike, who have ignored the 
author’s life, focusing solely on the text. Recently, however, literary critics 
raised their voices in defence of Charles Augustin’s perspective on bio-
graphical features in writers’ works. 

It was the Polish scholar, critic, and literature historian Jan Józef Lipski 
(1926-1991), who coined the term biographism and defined it as a form of 
analysis revealing and exhibiting the life of the authors as the main and 
core factor behind their works.3 Lipski was convinced that the criticism of 
“biographical interpretation” in mainstream studies was “a misguided 

                                                           
1  Here, biographism refers to the reduction of textual meaning to authorial biography and 

the practice of reading a literary text primarily through facts from the author’s life. See 
“Biographism,” Glosbe, accessed January 15, 2021, https://glosbe.com/en/en/ biogra-
phism; and Lucyna Harmon, “Literary Confession: Autobiography,” accessed January 
15, 2021, https://www.researchgate.net/publication/294087518_Literary_confession_ 
Autobiography. 

2  In Philip Malcolm Waller, Ann Course, and Richard Appignanesi, Introducing Barthes 
(Flint: Totem Books, 1997), 108. 

3  Wojciech Jajdelski, “Literature, Biographism and the Communion of Saints: The Case of 
Jan Józef Lipski,” Literature and Theology 20, no. 2 (2006): 141. 
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method of reading.”4 Wojciech Jajdelski remarks that the debates on bio-
graphical readings and interpretations are no longer valid in the discus-
sions of literary studies in the new millennium.5 It is noteworthy that the 
same author adds a point which is very relevant in the twenty-first century. 
He states that the individuality of the author’s life is freely consulted by 
recent studies, and that it does not prevent the “aesthetic appreciation of 
his or her art.”6 

In her most confessional critical essay “Rereading Barthes and Nabo-
kov” Zadie Smith, the British novelist and essayist exposes her old obses-
sion with Roland Barthes and her re-evaluation of V. Nabokov’s views on 
reading literary texts. While teaching Barthes, she remembers how her 
students responded differently to the death of the author theory: if the 
impersonality suited some, others took it as an awkward attack on the ad-
vantages of “authorship” and “even upon ‘truth’ itself.”7 From her essay, 
we learn that she initially supported one or the other until she became the 
author herself. To Smith, it is unique when Nabokov, with his affection 
and interest, all the experience he had ready to pour out on paper, rejected 
“to lie down and die.”8 She wishes Barthes had bothered himself about the 
feelings of the author and the reader,9 which was the cherished wish of 
Nabokov. The most interesting idea in the essay comes in the conclusion, 
in which Zadie Smith observes that she feels delighted not to be the same 
reader she was in her university years. And she shares the reason that be-
ing such a reader made her “feel lonely.”10 

Zadie Smith is not alone in changing her opinion as regards the merci-
lessness of ‘the death of the author’ theory. The English journalist and 
novelist Zoë Heller, in the The New York Times article, expresses her irresist-
ible wish that she wanted to “lie down in a darkened room and cry” when 
she was made to believe that works are endless pieces and that an ultimate 
meaning cannot be achieved from them only. It was the reader, she was 

                                                           
4  Jajdelski, “Literature, Biographism and the Communion of Saints,” 141. 
5  Jajdelski, “Literature, Biographism and the Communion of Saints,” 140. 
6  Jajdelski, “Literature, Biographism and the Communion of Saints,” 140. 
7  Zadie Smith, Changing My Mind: Occasional Essays (New York: Penguin, 2010), 42. 
8  Smith, Changing My Mind, 43. 
9  Smith, Changing My Mind, 43. 
10  Smith, Changing My Mind, 43. 



PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION | 145 

 

taught, to ascribe meaning to these literary works.11 In his essay “The Au-
thor as the Living Dead” (2020), the Canadian novelist Steven Erikson, on 
his personal website, observes that a writer does not feel at ease when he is 
supposed to have no word of his in his work. He confesses that the “dis-
comfort comes from Barthes’ essay” and declares that “The time for the 
Dead Authors is over. Now is the age of Living Dead Authors.”12 

In the same vein, a professor of literature and an author, John Farrell, 
proposes that to exclude the authors of any work is impractical in that “the 
signs that constitute language are arbitrarily chosen and” will not have any 
importance without them.13 Farrell emphasises that “The intentions of 
authors still matter, no matter what the critics say,” and he is more than 
right when he claims that even the very trivial texts in literature will reveal 
“that authors remain a constant point of reference.”14 

Moreover, according to Dr Doron Gil, a self-awareness and relation-
ships expert and a university instructor, even biographers of other people 
or directors of films include the elements of their own experiences. Gil 
gives Stefan Zweig’s biography of Balzac as one of the examples. He points 
out that 

only readers who are well knowledgeable about the life of these two writ-
ers can identify these elements and take pleasure in seeing the similari-
ties—as well as differences—in the lives of these two authors.15 

The American playwright and poet Robert Daseler echoes the afore-
mentioned ideas about biographical reading. He believes that biographical 
reading of a literary text is not sufficient on its own to evaluate the art be-

                                                           
11  Zoe Heller and Adam Kirsch, “Should an Author’s Intentions Matter?,” New York Times, 

March 15, 2015, https://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/15/books/review/should-an-
authors-intentions-matter.html. 

12  Steven Erikson, “The Author as the Living Dead,” February 20, 2021, https://steven-
erikson.org/the-author-as-the-living-dead/. 

13  John Farrell, “Why Literature Professors Turned Against Authors—Or Did They?,” Los 
Angeles Review of Books, February 18, 2021, https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/why-
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hind the work. However, he adds that “they do more or less illuminate it, 
and to rule them inadmissible is perverse and foolhardy.”16 

It is necessary to mention that there are numerous examples of fiction-
al works which have unique bonds with their writers. In the eighteenth 
century, writers did their best for their works to be accepted as biograph-
ical by the reading audience; Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719) and The 
Life and Opinions of Tristam Shandy, Gentleman by Laurence Sterne (1759) are 
but a few of them. Only careful and avid readers of Charlotte Brontë’s Jane 
Eyre (1847) will spot the autobiographical elements behind the work: from 
her being motherless to the death of her nearest of tuberculosis. Charles 
Dickens considers his novel David Copperfield (1849), which depicts the 
world and time in which he lived, a “very complicated weaving of truth and 
invention.”17 Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899) is a true story of the 
writer’s own experience in sea life. Additionally, most postcolonial writers, 
like Abdulrazak Gurnah, draw on their own experiences. Harold Bloom 
calls Alice Walker’s The Color Purple (1982) a “revised autobiographical 
tale.”18 Similarly, the black writer and activist Maya Angelou’s (1928-2014) 
unusual life is explicitly and confessedly chronicled in a series of seven 
autobiographical novels; I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1969); Gather 
Together in My Name (1974); Singin’ and Swingin’ and Gettin’ Merry Like 
Christmas (1976); The Heart of a Woman (1981); All God’s Children Need Trav-
eling Shoes (1986); A Song Flung Up to Heaven (2002); and Mom & Me & Mom 
(2003). The first novel in the series, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, is an 
autobiographical one depicting Maya Angelou’s childhood and teenage 
years, who goes through a series of trauma: rape and racism. According to 
Suzette A. Henke, Angelou recovers her childhood trauma through her 
works.19 
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However, when asked whether their works have autobiographical di-
mensions, the authors’ answers vary. Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse 
(1927), for instance, is a semi-autobiographical and elegiac novel written 
in memory of her parents, with many parallels between the novel and their 
lives. The novel is based on Woolf’s childhood memories at Talland House 
during the summers. The relationship between Mr and Mrs Ramsey, in 
particular, is very similar to that of her parents. Vanessa, Virginia Woolf’s 
sister, also confirms this. In one of her letters, Vanessa writes that the nov-
el seems to be a portrayal of their mother.20 Woolf herself, in A Writer’s 
Diary (1953), mentions that the novel played a therapeutic role in her life: 

I used to think of him [father] and mother daily; but writing the Light-
house laid them in my mind. And now he comes back sometimes, but dif-
ferently. (I believe this to be true—that I was obsessed by them both, un-
healthily; and writing of them was a necessary act)21 

Interestingly, when critics asked Virginia Woolf whether “the Ramseys 
[were] direct representations of the Stephens,” she was angry and denied it 
by saying it was only a novel.22 

Hasan Ali Toptaş (1958-), the contemporary Turkish writer and the author 
of the novel Kuşlar Yasına Gider (2016), in a Hürriyet interview (2016), gives 
a partial answer to the question whether the son in his book was the au-
thor himself: 

But the father in the novel is not my father. He is the father of the nov-
el. The son in the novel is not me either. Well, he is both me and not. The 
novel Kuşlar Yasına Gider is not an autobiographical novel. After all, a 
novel is not an autobiographical one unless the author says so.23 

On the other hand, poets like Sylvia Plath (1932-1963), “whose work is 
often autobiographical,”24 do not deny having their own life in their works. 
Her first and only novel The Bell Jar (1963), “a thinly veiled autobiog-
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raphy,”25 draws parallels between the events in the novel and her painful 
life. According to Sam Jordison, The Bell Jar is nearer to the “author’s life 
than many so-called autobiographies.”26 He believes that the novel can 
even “be a suicide note.”27 She changed only the names in this novel be-
cause she wanted to hide the story behind the novel from her mother. 
Moreover, there are even writers like Gustave Flaubert who identify them-
selves with their characters to the extent that they claim: “Madame Bovary, 
c’est moi” [I am Madame Bovary], the eponymous protagonist of the novel 
Madame Bovary. 

Despite all these diverse opinions of authors, critics and theorists on 
biographism, autobiographical interpretation of the authors’ experiences in 
their works still remains valid. Unfortunately, there is no deep analysis of 
the case in the critical literature. However, critics are focusing on ‘biogra-
phism,’ on the works of different writers.28 

Matthew Sini’s just statements in the Areo Magazine are worth mention-
ing in that they support the idea that criticism against biographism does 
not hold water. Sini, who finds Barthes a “pesky French post-structuralist” 
with a “catty, sometimes pithy and often hilarious” style, notes that novels 
cannot survive without an author behind them. He concludes: “If author-
ship no longer matters, we may soon find nothing much matters at all.”29 
Sini’s remarks evoke those of Friedrich Freiherr von Hardenberg, the 
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eighteenth-century German Romantic poet, also known as Novalis. In his 
published book of fragments, Pollen (1798), Novalis notes: 

All accidents of our lives are materials out of which we can make whatever 
we like. One who has much intelligence will make much of his life. Every 
acquaintance, every incident might, for a thoroughly gifted person, become 
the first link of an infinite series, the beginning of an unending novel.30 

The contemporary artist, critic and philosopher Eric Wayne, in his arti-
cle titled “The Death of the Author Debunked” (2018), finds the idea of 
the death of the author a bad one, which “has become gospel in the art 
world.”31 His conflicting remarks on the theory are significant in that he 
fights for the presence of the creator behind works, for “people matter,” 
and therefore writers do matter. In our case, the search for the writer in 
their fiction matters, for “Fiction is like a spider’s web, attached ever so 
slightly perhaps, but still attached to life at all four corners,”32 as Virginia 
Woolf powerfully remarks. 

This study ultimately adopts a biographical reading that neither idolises 
the life nor ignores the text's autonomy. Rather than treating “the death of 
the author” as a critical commandment, it proceeds from the conviction 
that, in Virginia Woolf’s words, fiction remains “attached to life at all four 
corners,” and that an artist’s experiences, losses, loves, beliefs, and silences 
inevitably leave their trace in style, structure, and theme. Biographism, in 
this sense, is not a naïve hunt for one-to-one correspondences, but a way 
of honouring the creative intelligence that fashions a life into art. To read 
Penelope Fitzgerald’s novels in the light of her “nothing wasted” life is 
therefore to recognise how the accidents of her existence became the mate-
rials of her imagination, and how, through this intricate weaving of truth 
and invention, she gradually shaped her idealised self.  
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4.2. Penelope Fitzgerald’s Domestic Novels33 

“How far, we must ask ourselves, is a book influenced by its writer’s life.” 
– Virginia Woolf 

Penelope Fitzgerald, unlike the authors mentioned in the previous sub-
chapter, who denied having autobiographical parallels in their works, ad-
mitted that she drew on her experiences in her novels. In this case, she, 
once again, makes a difference by being honest and sincere. She emphasis-
es the same in her autobiographical essay “Curriculum Vitae” that she 
“tried, in describing these books of mine, to say something about my 
life.”34 Her second novel, The Bookshop (1978), for example, is a novel dedi-
cated to the years when she “took a job in what was then the only 
bookshop in Southwold.”35 Her third novel, Offshore (1979), which depicts 
the years she lived with her daughters at a houseboat named Grace, was 
dedicated to the boat and her two daughters.36 Her fourth novel, a novel 

that I wrote about my years at Broadcasting House, was called Human 
Voices (1980). The reviewers called it ‘light,’ and I suppose it is, although 
novelists never like to be called light. All I can say is that I never went far 
away from the truth. Broadcasting House in wartime was a life within a 
life.37 

In At Freddie’s (1982), her fifth novel, she pens the years of her job as an 
instructor at the Italia Conti drama school, which she has “described pretty 
nearly exactly as it was.”38 All the above-mentioned novels, which are di-
rect transmutations of her life, and her eighth novel, The Gate of Angels 
(1990), are the so-called domestic novels, in all of which the setting is Eng-
land.39 Readers of Penelope Fitzgerald’s life know that she had financial 
difficulties, and the same goes for the characters in her novels. The 
schoolmaster Freddie from At Freddie’s is begging for money to realise her 
school plans. The wartime shortages of WWII in Human Voices, and the 
noble Florence Green of The Bookshop, who is hardly able to make both 
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ends meet, speak for themselves. Daisy from The Gate of Angels was dis-
missed from her work and had to accept a low-paid job to survive. 

In a personal communication with Lian Lu, Penelope Fitzgerald says: 
“As far as I am concerned, my novels The Bookshop, Offshore, and Human 
Voices are women-centred.”40 All the women in her novels have failed 
marriages and financial difficulties. The know-it-all children in her books 
are also autobiographical. After her 80th birthday party, Penelope Fitzger-
ald writes to Ham that the youngsters in her works are quite “like my own 
children, who always noticed everything.”41 She also shows sympathy for 
them when she says, “I’m deeply fond of them all, they are like my own 
children.”42 To A. S. Byatt, the child characters in her novels resemble the 
author herself: they are “beings who combine clarity of thought with a 
sense of the existence of the unseen world.”43 In A House of Air (2005), 
Terence Dooley, her literary executor, directs those “wishing to understand 
more about Penelope Fitzgerald’s background, life and work,” to these 
“partly autobiographical novels.”44 

In another personal communication with Lian Lu in 1999, Penelope 
Fitzgerald shares an experience she had with a Booker Prize judge. She ex-
plicitly remarks that she tries to find the author behind their works: 

I try to hear the ‘voice’ of the novelist, which should be unmistakably indi-
vidual from the very first page and should persuade me to follow him into 
his own world, however different it is. [...] The quality I look for most is 
the quality of pity and kindness.45 

Penelope Fitzgerald’s remark recalls that of the New Zealand modern-
ist short story writer Katherine Mansfield (1888-1923). In an interview 
with Sarah Gertrude Millin in 1922, Mansfield points out the necessity of 
how vital it is for a writer to transmute his/her own story into their works: 

I think the only way to live as a writer is to draw upon one’s real familiar 
life - to find the treasure in that as Olive Schreiner did. Our secret life, the 
life we return to over and over again, the “do you remember” life is always 
the past. And the curious thing is that if we describe this which seems to 
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us so intensely personal, other people take it to themselves and under-
stand it as if it were their own.46 

In this sense, Penelope Fitzgerald was a master in making her readers 
see the passages from the author’s life as well as their own. Her first novel, 
The Golden Child (1977), which she considers “a mystery story,”47 is a detec-
tive novel written to entertain her dying husband. In an interview with 
Caroline Moorehead, she says: “men most like reading: thrillers and histo-
ry.”48 The working title for her first novel was ‘The Golden Opinion’, and 
this mystery novel depicts the story of the Treasure of Tutankhamun ex-
hibited at the British Museum in 1972. In real life, she visited the exhibi-
tion twice, and these visits inspired her to write the novel. In a 1977 letter 
to her editor, Richard Garnett, she states that she wrote 

this mystery story, largely to get rid of my annoyance: 1. about the Tutan-
khamen Exhib: as I’m certain everything in it was a forgery, and: 2. about 
someone who struck me as particularly unpleasant when I was obliged to 
go a lot to museum &c. to find out about Burne-Jones.49 

The novel satirises the “hierarchical museum culture and its internal 
power-plays.”50 Seventeen years after the publication of the book, she re-
calls the novel as a historical one, and comments that “all novels, in fact, 
are historical.”51 

In a letter to her lifelong friend Willie Conder, Penelope Fitzgerald 
writes that her third novel, Offshore (1979), depicts “the houseboats on 
Battersea Reach, where we used to live,”52 which was called Grace. Hermi-
one Lee points out that Penelope Fitzgerald reflected her experience in the 
best sense of the word, and that the novel Offshore became “a fictional ver-
sion of life on board the barge.”53 Lucy Scholes, in her review “The Peripa-
tetic Penelope Fitzgerald” (2017), states that the novel 

is so heavily autobiographical that in the first draft Fitzgerald didn’t even 
bother disguising her own daughters in the text, simply referring to her 
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protagonist Nenna’s offspring as Tina and Maria (they were eventually 
transformed, slightly, into ‘Tilda’ and ‘Martha’ in time for the book’s publi-
cation).54 

Terence Dooley states that although “it was sometimes painful to read 
for her family,”55 with Offshore, “one feels distinctly in Fitzgerald-land,”56 
as fact was dancing “with imagination in a treacherous way.”57 It was this 
novel that brought her public fame, winning the Booker Prize in 1979. After 
the Prize, Penelope Fitzgerald wrote to her friend Francis King: “I know I 
was an outsider.”58 She felt so because the appreciation of her success was 
not welcomed by then. When she was invited to speak at the BBC Radio 
after winning the Prize for her novel Offshore, the BBC speaker teasingly 
mentioned another Booker Prize winner, who was still unknown, to which 
she directly replied that she would go and buy the book and read it. 

Penelope Fitzgerald’s stoicism reached its peak during these years. She 
would never allow any friend of hers to ask how they were reduced to such 
poverty, but “evidently Penelope was determined to keep the ship afloat 
herself, [...] refused to complain to her friends. She would not go for help 
to her father or her stepmother.”59 She never complained about her drink-
ing husband, never complained of getting tired of teaching and having to 
look after her children financially all by herself. Hermione Lee ascribes her 
bravery to her unparalleled legacy of her uncles and her immediate family. 
These were also the years when her daughters found their mother eating 
blackboard chalk, and got a response: “I feel I need it.”60 The psychological 
impacts of all these years were reflected in the novel’s epigraph in Italian 
language, from Canto XI of Dante’s Inferno, addressing the departed souls: 
“Whom the wind drives, and whom the rain beats, and those who clash 
with such bitter tongues.” The novel is full of human clashes, the state of 
in-betweenness, loneliness as well as connectedness, the notion of failure, 
unhappiness and kindness. It is full of elements that formed and shaped 
Penelope Fitzgerald’s own life and character. 
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Offshore depicts the years during which her marriage was falling apart.61 
Nenna James, the “neither Canadian nor English”62 mother of two daugh-
ters, lives on a very old barge, Grace, on the River Thames - Battersea 
Reach. She and her husband, Edward James, are living separate lives, but 
Nenna often visits him for the possibility of a reunion. The neighbourhood 
on the barge also depicts the lives of people, which are represented by in-
between characters. 

The heroine, Nenna James, is a woman whose “character was faulty, 
but she had the instinct to see what made other people unhappy, and this 
instinct had only failed her once, in the case of her own husband.”63 Nenna 
has a loveless marriage with Edward James. In her autobiographical essay 
“Why I Write”, Penelope Fitzgerald notes that “defeated” and even “lost” 
people whom she is drawn to 

are ready to assume the conditions the world imposes on them, but they 
don’t manage to submit to them, despite their courage and their best ef-
forts. They are not envious, simply compassless. When I write it is to give 
these people voice.64 

It is clear that Penelope Fitzgerald gave voice to the boat-dwellers as 
well as her heroine. Nenna and the neighbourhood living on the Reach are 
compassless characters. Hugh Adlington describes the “barge dwellers” as 
being “pulled in two directions: land and water, head and heart, self and 
community. Each has ‘the twofold need to take refuge and to escape’.”65 
Peter Wolfe portrays the world of the barge-dwellers as a “one-sided clash 
between life’s elemental forces and man’s helplessness,”66 thereby intro-
ducing a defamiliarising aspect in the novel. The conversation between 
Nenna and Maurice testifies to the novel’s defamiliarised view of happi-
ness. When Nenna asks Maurice, the male prostitute neighbour, who 
somehow managed to be a good friend to his neighbours, whether she 
should visit her husband, Maurice answers in a very Fitzgeraldian way that 
it would not make her more content: 
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There isn’t one kind of happiness, there’s all kinds. Decision is torment for 
anyone with imagination. When you decide, you multiply the things you 
might have done and now never can. If there’s even one person who might 
be hurt by a decision, you should never make it.67 

The six-year-old Tilda, Nenna’s younger daughter, on the other hand, 
did not bother with her “future, and had, as a result, a great capacity for 
happiness.”68 Tilda’s remark on kind people is also striking: “It’s his own 
fault if he’s kind. It’s not the kind who inherit the earth, it’s the poor, the 
humble, and the meek.’ / ‘What do you think happens to the kind, then?’/ 
‘They get kicked in the teeth.’”69 Similarly, the eleven-year-old elder daugh-
ter Martha’s conversations indicate a hidden author behind her words: 
“Everything that you learn is useful. Didn’t you know that everything you 
learn, and everything you suffer, will come in useful at some point in your 
life?”70 In addition to all these remarks by the characters, Frank Kermode’s 
review on the novel drives the central themes forward: “The book is excel-
lent on water, on kindness, courage, loneliness.”71 And it is quite obvious 
to see the silent voice of Penelope Fitzgerald behind these lines. 

Penelope Fitzgerald’s fifth novel, At Freddie’s (1982), which “was the 
last of her [four] novels to draw closely on her personal experience,”72 
highlights modesty as its leitmotif despite the ego-centred and jealous at-
mosphere. Like The Bookshop, Offshore and Human Voices preceding it, the 
novel has hopeless and single women and know-it-all children at its centre. 
Although “teaching was not her preferred profession,”73 Penelope Fitzger-
ald made use of her twenty-six years of experience as a teacher in the best 
sense of the word by impersonating them as sources for her fiction. The 
Italia Conti School is named The Temple Stage School, or Freddie’s in the 
novel, after its eponymous character, Freddie Wentworth. In her draft for 
the novel, Penelope Fitzgerald notes: “A class at Conti’s already divided 
into choosers and chosen,”74 reminding us of the exterminators and ex-
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terminatees in The Bookshop; the battle between the human race of the 
symbolic hunter and prey. 

The Temple, also known as Freddie’s stage school, is headed by Princi-
pal Freddie Wentworth, who educates children to act on TV or on stage, 
especially for Shakespeare’s plays. The old, stingy, “subtle and powerful”75 
Freddie hires two instructors, Hannah Graves and Pierce Carroll, both of 
whom work for a very low salary. The Protestant Pierce desperately lives 
with the fact that he is very incompetent as a teacher, while obsessively 
falling in love with Han- nah, an Irish Catholic. 

According to Terence Dooley, Hannah Graves’ and Pierce Carroll’s 
“backgrounds in some respects mirror Desmond’s and Penelope’s. Pierce is 
an Irish Catholic; Hannah is from Ulster (where the Knoxes have their 
roots).”76 We also have the know-it-all students of Mattie Stewart and Jon-
athan Kemp. Mattie is madly jealous of his more talented friend Jonathan, 
to whom he later has to hand in his role as Prince Author in King John, 
because of his fear of heights. The novel ends with Jonathan practising his 
jumping role on a wall in the dark and snowy backyard of the school, and 
falling from the wall, where “he went on climbing and jumping, again and 
again and again into the darkness.”77 Typical of Penelope Fitzgerald, the 
novel ends with much unsaid; we do not know what will become of Fred-
die, or Hannah and Pierce. We only know that Mattie will become a film 
star in the future. But in an interview, Penelope Fitzgerald says “that she 
had meant him [ Jonathan] to die, or for us to think that he would die.”78 It 
is no wonder that Peter Wolfe calls the novel “a real grace” with its “dizzy-
ing moral ironies.”79 There is love, ambition, fear and, though covertly, 
even death in the novel. Feelings of resisting despair and being hopeful 
with a modest stand are evoked in the readers of At Freddie’s. 

Penelope Fitzgerald’s last domestic novel, The Gate of Angels (1990), 
which was also shortlisted, is not “based on my own experiences, but on 
my uncle’s—uncle Dillwyn, who I’ve described in The Knox Brothers.”80 
The 1912 Cambridge setting of the novel depicts a Victorian world just 
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before the First World War, transitioning from faith and religion to sci-
ence. Penelope Fitzgerald’s interest in body and soul pervades the novel. 
Our main characters Fred Fairly and Daisy Saunders, are their representa-
tions; Fred, the junior fellow and physicist at St. Angelicas College, which 
is closed to female visitors, represents the body and a charming working-
class nurse, Daisy, from whom “life would get a lot of work out of her,”81 
and with whom he falls in love, represents the soul. 

The clash between head and heart is at the centre of the novel, where 
both Fred and Daisy turn each other’s conception of life upside down: 
“When they married he wouldn’t be able to go on where he was. On the 
other hand, if she wouldn’t have him, he didn’t see that he would be able 
to go on at all.”82 For Penelope Fitzgerald, the novel and the dialogues be-
tween its main characters are used to demonstrate how her fiction serves 
as “a confrontation where the reader is asked to have some sympathy at 
least with both sides,” and that as she considers herself “a hopelessly ad-
dicted writer of short books I have to try to see to it that every confronta-
tion and every dialogue has some reference to what I hope will be under-
stood as the heart of the novel,” that is to say it is a novel about “body, 
mind and spirit.”83 It is not coincidental that Tess Lewis calls her essay on 
Penelope Fitzgerald “Between head & heart: Penelope Fitzgerald’s nov-
els.”84 Frank Kermode praises the novel for its minute details of the pre-
war Cambridge, finding it remarkable: 

one senses a developed interest in the mysteriousness of the story, the ex-
ploitation of a new skill, which is to arrange for the story to project another 
story, less definite, more puzzling, than the first-hand narrative itself.85 

It is no exaggeration to say that all her novels are “nobody gets what 
they want novels,”86 as Philip Christman calls At Freddie’s. The couple in 
Offshore, for example, never reach the happiness they had desired before 
marriage. In The Bookshop, an honest and well-meaning woman fails to real-
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ise her noble dream because of the exterminators. The Blue Flower is actual-
ly a novel of unfulfilled wishes, and Innocence is a novel of frustration. 
Christman mentions that “the happy endings” are hardly there in her nov-
els, and that, in Penelope Fitzgerald’s case, “life wore her down.”87 It is 
true that “life wore her down,” but it definitely failed to defeat her. The 
Czech writer Milan Kundera says, “Great novels are always a little more 
intelligent than their authors.”88 In the case of Penelope Fitzgerald, her 
novels are always as intelligent as their author. 

Alongside her novels, Penelope Fitzgerald also wrote three biographies: 
Edward Burne-Jones (1975), The Knox Brothers (1977), and Charlotte Mew and 
Her Friends: With a Selection of Her Poems (1984). Edward Burne-Jones, to 
which she modestly and humbly refers as “my Little Bit of Writing,”89 
came out of admiration for the painter Burne-Jones’s paintings and de-
signs. The Knox Brothers was “a family book”90 which vividly shows the im-
portance of the family to her. Her biography of Charlotte Mew was also 
written out of admiration for her poetry. Penelope Fitzgerald states that 
when she started writing Burne-Jones and Charlotte Mew, “Burne-Jones had 
no complete biography, & Charlotte Mew had none at all.”91 She did not 
want to let Burne-Jones and Charlotte Mew, as well as the people in her 
collection of essays in A House of Air (2005), fall into oblivion. Penelope 
Fitzgerald’s choice of subjects in her biographies and essays is unusual. 
While commenting on her biography of Charlotte Mew, Hermione Lee 
wonders if it was a feeling of pity that triggered her interest. There was 
definitely much more for her admiration: “But clearly she had a fascination 
with this reclusive and magnetic personality and for her new, intense, dis-
turbing poems.”92 Charlotte Mew was one of those who were “born to be 
defeated,” and it was such women and men that attracted her. Penelope 
Fitzgerald never considered them to be failures. And one of her reasons for 
writing their life stories, as aforementioned, was to “wipe the dust off their 
gravestones.”93 She is tolerant of their vices without judging them. She 
does not consider Charlotte Mew’s lesbianism perverse but just a part of 
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her, and finds Simone de Beauvoir’s view of lesbianism as “a choice of life 
[...] scarcely comprehensible,”94 She rather judges those who hurt her. 
Moreover, Fitzgerald never read her “as a feminist,” as some other writers 
on Mew have done.95 It was their creative part that she mostly appreciated. 
And it was Monroe’s love for poetry and his help for promising poets that 
she focused on rather than his homosexuality, depression and alcoholism, 
things she considered bad luck. 

There had been scrupulous and meticulous research behind her biog-
raphies. Her arduous efforts while writing The Knox Brothers, her corre-
spondence with everybody who knew her uncles, and her being sensitive to 
the opinions of her subjects’ nearest, testify to this. Her letters to publish-
ers show how hard she tried to get permission to reach the unpublished 
sources, how patiently she dealt with people who were unwilling to share 
with her the letters and manuscripts she wanted to read, and use them in 
the biography. She worked scrupulously on her family tree and making 
numerous corrections in the process of writing, trying to avoid even tech-
nical decipher mistakes regarding enigma, and compiling a bibliography to 
the biography, the original of which one was lost by Evelyn Waugh who 
had written the Knox brothers’ life before Penelope Fitzgerald. At the same 
time, in the process of writing, she never gave up persevering, meeting the 
relatives of her subjects, interviewing them, taking notes, and did not hesi-
tate to ask help from her publisher, who was likely to be more efficient in 
dealing with obstinate possessors of famous people’s disagreeable manu-
scripts and letters. And each time she asks a favour, she keeps apologising. 
There is hardly a letter in which she does not apologise for something: “My 
whole life is spent in apologising to someone or other, I’m afraid,”96 she 
states at the end of one of her letters to Mr Garnett. 

It is amazing to see her painstaking research, especially in the case of 
Leslie Hartley. Penelope Fitzgerald actually collected all the material need-
ed but gave up the project because his sister did not want her to mention 
his alcoholism and other negative features. Her correspondence with the 
publishers reveals how scrupulous she is even about the spelling of the 
words and dates. In letters to publishers, she never mentions money. She 
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even managed to get the whole correspondence of Charlotte Mew, which 
Marjorie Watts had never given to anybody but her.97 The unbearable pain 
of writing a biography is expressed in the following confession of Penelope 
Fitzgerald: “It is rather difficult to shake the people off when the book is 
written, and to return to yourself. They’re not to be got rid of so easily.”98 
These words are a good proof of how her heart ached for their unfulfilled 
desires and their sorrows and how deeply she sympathised with their life. 
And their lives definitely reminded Fitzgerald of her own predicaments and 
challenges. Interestingly, the chapter in Hermione Lee’s biography devoted 
to Charlotte Mew’s biography is called “The Ventriloquist,” the title of 
Fitzgerald’s incomplete story. Penelope Fitzgerald considers Charlotte 
Mew a ventriloquist, “an impersonator.” To the question “why do poets 
impersonate” she answers, “because they have a great deal to hide, or want 
to escape from the self.”99 Penelope Fitzgerald was herself a ventriloquist, 
who spoke to people undeservedly forgotten and had them tell us their life 
stories thus bringing them to us from oblivion and making them immortal 
in their afterlife. 

Critics’ and reviewers’ opinions display Penelope Fitzgerald’s unique-
ness as a writer. They find her style “distinctive,” “elegant, elliptical,” 
“graceful,” “moral,” “genius,” “meticulous,” “delicate,” “unmistakable,” 
and “distinctly high-handed.” During her lifetime, her novels were called 
light, the opinion to which Penelope Fitzgerald resisted: “I’ve heard my 
novels described as ‘light’, but I mean them very seriously.”100 However, 
later critical responses claim them to be too complex, enigmatic and mys-
terious. 

Joseph Dobrian suggests that 

the truly great, truly timeless novels are those that contain wisdom that 
will always be wisdom, that leave you with an epiphany. Those that make 
you tell yourself, at the end, “I never thought of life that way,” or, “That’s 
just what I’ve felt all along but never could systematise in my mind.” But 
they mustn’t leave you completely happy, completely sad, or completely 
anything, if they are to be great and timeless. Style is valuable, but sub-
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stance is all. The true immortals are the novels that leave you almost 
stunned, awed beyond words, by what a great story you’ve just read.101 

In light of this, we can call Penelope Fitzgerald’s novels timeless, too, 
because her novels are full of revelations, leaving one with epiphany. When 
interpreting her works, Christopher Knight enumerates the modifiers used 
by critics while assessing her novels: “numinous, obliquity, quiet, reticent, 
reserve, restraint, silence, unsayable and veil.”102 What is interesting is that 
Christopher Knight keeps repeating “life and work.” He hardly separates 
Penelope Fitzgerald’s work from her life, something literary critics often do 
when discussing other writers. For Peter Wolfe, 

Penelope Fitzgerald’s novels look plain and rambling at first glance, but 
fuller, stranger, and more stirring the more we invest in them. Certain pas-
sages need to be reread, as if their pure, intuitive truth cannot be grasped 
the first time around. She has, first of all, an instinctive gift for the se-
quencing of events that can produce an unsettling effect that questions the 
conventions of comedy.103 

In order to live a proper life, Nietzsche advises not to “blindly follow 
the masters.” Penelope Fitzgerald never did. She wrote in the period which 
was called postmodernism, the umbrella term embracing diverse genres. 
She was never affected by her contemporaries. She was more interested in 
the depth of human relations and the reasons lying behind people’s miser-
ies, disappointments and failures. 

Penelope Fitzgerald’s novels defy Vladimir Nabokov’s claim that we 
can hardly learn something reliable from the novels and that there is noth-
ing biographical in fictional works: “Can anybody be so naive to think he or 
she can learn anything about the past from those buxom best-sellers that 
are hawked around by book clubs under the heading of historical nov-
els?”104 There are a lot of opinions of critics that support the opposite. For 
example, Friederike Knabe, who visited Moscow several times and studied 
Russian language and culture, states that “Despite the time lag to 1913, 
some aspects of Fitzgerald’s novel (The Beginning of Spring) still ring very 
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authentic to me.”105 In the introduction to his book Penelope Fitzgerald, 
Hugh Adlington tries to answer the question asked by a number of Fitz-
gerald’s critics: How is it done? 

How did she know it? For instance, how did she know about the washday 
custom of late eighteenth-century Saxony or about the minute details of 
pre-revolutionary Russia’s everyday life and the way the printing business 
was run? (The Beginning of Spring). Fitzgerald is definitely a born writer, 
literally and metaphorically. She “grew up in a family of writers: ‘where 
everyone was publishing, or about to publish something.106 

Hugh Adlington rightly observes that “it is misleading [...] to present 
Fitzgerald as a late-starter.”107 The examples from her life vividly prove that 
she had always been writing, trying her hand at editing and reviewing be-
fore she became the author of nine novels, three biographies and countless 
critical essays and book reviews. Adlington mentions her longing for writ-
ing, how she wished she had been able to write like her aunt Winifred 
Peck, who wrote all of her life: “I would rather have liked to have done that 
myself, write all my life, but that just wasn’t possible in my case. I had a 
family to raise.”108 However, nothing was wasted in her life. She used her 
experience in her “English novels.” 

According to Nicholas Lezard, she was “the most modest of writers.”109 
She never thought of selling her manuscripts until J. Howard Woolmer 
persuaded her to do it, “for she was modestly careless in such things.”110 In 
a Daily Mail review, when asked “What book would author Francis Spuf-
ford take to a desert island?” He answers: 

Honestly? The Book of Psalms from the Bible. It’s got voices in it crying 
out in every human mood from heartbreak to awe, from despair to delight. 
/ But if you print it in tiny type on thin paper, it doesn’t take up much 
room, so I’m going to cheat and tuck my psalms inside Penelope Fitzger-
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ald’s The Blue Flower, one of the greatest historical novels ever written 
and a permanent inspiration to me since I turned to writing fiction.111 

Allan Hollinghurst reviews Penelope Fitzgerald’s oeuvre as a 

product of maturity, reflection, the quickly touched depth of accumulated 
knowledge and long experience. Their creation reflects the new sense of 
opportunity that may come with the bereavements and displacements of 
later life.112 

The critic, implying that Penelope Fitzgerald presents her stories with 
verisimilitude, observes, “Hers was very much the art that hides art, and 
she had besides a horror of explanations,” and “recurrence of the uncan-
ny.”113 Sebastian Faulk, on the other hand, evaluates her novels 

like being taken for a ride in a peculiar kind of car. Everything is of top 
quality—the engine, the coachwork and the interior all fill you with confi-
dence. Then, after a mile or so someone throws the steering-wheel out of 
the window.114 

This metaphorical evaluation of her novels has much germ of truth in 
it, implying perhaps her novels’ stunning paradoxes and quite unexpected 
turns of the plot and unpredictable closures. Her endings are the best ex-
amples of situational irony and twist endings. The writer, who was a geni-
us rather than “a thoroughly gifted person,”115 herself recommended read-
ing her novels if someone wanted to know more of her personality. 

A.S. Byatt, later in life, had the chance to write a preface on Penelope 
Fitzgerald for her collection of letters, with whom she had worked together 
as a teacher. She confesses that until Terence Dooley’s introduction to the 
collection, she had no idea that many of her novels were autobiographical: 

I think I then read almost all her books, more or less as they came out. I 
admired them. They had a finished, separate quality. I did not ask whether 
they had anything to do with her life—whether she had owned a house-
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boat that sank, or a bookshop. There was something self-sufficient about 
even those early works. The writer knew exactly what belonged in a par-
ticular tale, and how to arrange it. I admired the craft, still without think-
ing of genius.116 

Though Penelope Fitzgerald did not like being compared to Jane Aus-
ten and always winced at the remark, almost all her novels put forward the 
following idea by Jane Austen: 

There are few people whom I really love, and still fewer of whom I think 
well. The more I see of the world, the more am I dissatisfied with it; and 
every day confirms my belief of the inconsistency of all human characters, 
and of the little dependence that can be placed on the appearance of merit 
or sense.117 

Tess Lewis also considers Penelope Fitzgerald as a direct descendant of 
Jane Austen.118 Michael Dibdin draws a parallel between Penelope Fitzger-
ald and Jane Austen, whose life was considered dull by Lord Grey of Fallo-
don.119 It remains only to wonder how one can possibly consider the life of 
these two female writers dull. Penelope Fitzgerald’s life was really hard, 
challenging, full of predicaments, but far from being dull. She was different 
from any other contemporary female writer as regards her private as well 
as literary life. Unlike her contemporary writers, she had never been finan-
cially comfortable; she neither had a secretary nor a typewriter. She was a 
self-made writer in the proper sense of the word, researching, writing and 
corresponding all by herself. She was a woman managing the impossible, 
solving the Gordian Knot. Her life did not fit Virginia Woolf’s well-known 
statement: “A woman must have money and a room of her own if she is to 
write fiction.”120 Penelope Fitzgerald never had a room of her own; moreo-
ver, she never had a bedroom of her own, but she became a late-blooming 
writer and author and was able to write her ideas down even in the stuffy 
teaching room of the school where she was teaching. In A House of Air, she 
explains the conditions of a writing woman: 

I think you have to distinguish between male and female novelists. I be-
lieve that most women will always be kitchen-table writers and worse still 
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that they become irreversibly conditioned to it. Just as Napoleon, if he had 
ten minutes to spare, allowed himself to go to sleep for ten minutes exact-
ly, so a woman, in my experience, can pick up her draft novel and go on 
with it, precisely until the telephone, the doorbell, the egg timer, or the 
alarm clock rings. Women adapt in a peculiar way to the battle against 
Time and Nature.121 

Penelope Fitzgerald’s novels do not easily yield to categorisation. Her 
works are really genre-defying ones. Some call them surreal, others gothic. 
Lian Lu calls it feminist. Therefore, they can be called postmodernist and 
surreal, full of paradoxical and defamiliarised life situations and human 
relationships. Though Penelope Fitzgerald answers that she does not 
“want to be labelled at all,”122 her novels are radically different from those 
of her contemporaries. Her characters are ordinary people, except for No-
valis in The Blue Flower, with their merits and demerits. 

According to Abraham Maslow, self-actualising people, without excep-
tion, show “in one way or another a special kind of creativeness or original-
ity or inventiveness that has certain peculiar characteristics.”123 It can be 
said that self-actualisation was Penelope Fitzgerald’s lifestyle, and her in-
ventiveness definitely lay in her works, the written material she has left for 
later generations. When we come to think of her, it can be said that such 
writers beautify the world of fiction with their lifestyle as well as their 
works. Unlike her subjects, who were split personalities, she was a whole 
one. 

It can be concluded that, having reviewed and investigated her life, 
while in her life on the whole she was mostly directed by her reason, in her 
oeuvre, it was her heart that was involved. In her novels, she is as good as 
her word, in that she chooses those who are doomed in life. Penelope Fitz-
gerald’s “English novels” and biographies show how nothing in her experi-
ence was wasted: poverty, late recognition, thwarted vocations, teaching in 
cramped rooms, caring for a failing husband, and the long, slow appren-
ticeship of reading all found their way, transmuted, into form, character, 
and voice. They confirm her as a self-effacing yet self-actualising artist, who 
made of her own life a resource rather than a grievance, and who wrote, 
with unsentimental pity, for those “born to be defeated.” Reading these 

                                                           
121  Fitzgerald, A House of Air, 510. 
122  Lu, “Penelope Fitzgerald’s Fiction and Literary Career,” 283. 
123  Abraham Maslow, Motivation and Personality, 170. 



166 | PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION 

works as the imaginative record of a woman who, without a room of her 
own and far from the security Woolf deemed necessary, nevertheless fash-
ioned her whole self at the kitchen table, in borrowed spaces, and on the 
page. 

4.2.1. The Bookshop: The Strength of the Weak 
As long as the concept of self-actualisation is concerned, Penelope Fitz-

gerald’s works resist Roland Barthes’ The Death of the Author theory. Samuel 
Beckett echoes Roland Barthes by stating, “What Does it Matter Who is 
Speaking?” The statement Michel Foucault considered to be unethical for 
the reason that this claim rejects the role of the author in a text. While 
positing his “author function theory,” Foucault argues that an author can 
only be displaced from the text to some extent, but his presence, beyond 
question, remains there.124 

The writers, though many of them deny it, write books “that drew di-
rectly on [their] own life.”125 Her presence in her English novels is empha-
sised not only by critics but by Penelope Fitzgerald herself in her inter-
views. She sends her readers, who want to know her better, to her novels, 
and The Bookshop (1978) is one of those autobiographical novels, which is 
“a straight novel about a bookshop I worked in which had a real polter-
geist.”126 

Penelope Fitzgerald labelled her novels as “tragic comedies,”127 though 
it must be noted that in all her novels the tragic outweighs the comic. The 
Bookshop, her second novel, which is called “the saddest novel”128 in her 
oeuvre, appealed to most critics as such. In psychology, sadness is consid-
ered to be “a natural part of life,” and a very active emotion, helping hu-
mans to be more powerful, lively and brave during life’s challenges.129 The 
psychologist and author Robert Firestone points out, “when we feel sad-
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ness, it centres us.”130 By recognising our sensations as well as allowing 
ourselves to sense them in a healthier and safer capacity, we become more 
ourselves and develop into being a more resilient and stronger person. In 
this respect, the core message of the novel is to remain faithful to oneself, 
despite all the challenges in Hardborough, whose residents have failed to 
“wish for anything of a rarity.”131 

Florence Green, “a kind-hearted, [...] small, wispy, [...] widowed” 
woman of 59, self-supporting since sixteen, decides to open a bookshop in 
Hardborough “to make it clear to herself, and possibly to others, that she 
existed in her own right.”132 However, Florence Green, carried away by her 
desire to open a bookshop, seems to forget that life is a very arduous jour-
ney during which it is hard to foresee what is waiting for you around the 
corner. This brave, kind and sympathetic widow protagonist of the graceful 
book by Penelope Fitzgerald pretends 

for a while that human beings are not divided into exterminators and ex-
terminatees, with the former, at any given moment, predominating. Will-
power is useless without a sense of direction.133 

Her failure, at the end of the book, is not caused by some inability or 
lack of skills, but because of the ever-existing injustice in life. Mrs Gamart, 
who possesses not only force but also power, is the one who does her best 
to prevent Florence from realising her dream. Mrs Gamart has connections 
with higher societies, rich and popular people. She is jealous of Florence to 
the extent that she cannot bear that a middle-class woman is to be popular 
with a bookshop and is about to make a change in Hardborough, where 
people are “unused to discipline.”134 In one of his late interviews, Carl Jung 
said: 

We need more psychology, we need more understanding of human nature. 
Because the only real danger that exists is man himself. He is the great 
danger. And we are pitifully unaware of it. We know nothing of man, far 
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too little. His psyche should be studied because we are the origin of all 
coming evil.135 

Jung’s statement applies perfectly to the evil characters like Mrs 
Gamart, Milo and Mr Thornton, who employ a double standard attitude 
depending on the social status of people. 

There have been different opinions and many reasons why this book is 
the saddest one we have ever read. One of them, and perhaps the main 
one, is that education, learning and knowledge do not very often change 
people for the better. Mrs Gamart, Milo and solicitors are educated people 
with flawed personality traits, people lacking humanness and a sense of 
justice. It is so sad when good people with good intentions fail in life de-
spite their efforts. Florence is not a passionate reader, but she loves books, 
a fact that testifies to her having a sense of beauty. As in Penelope Fitzger-
ald’s other novels, the good people are in the minority in the book. Jeal-
ousy, envy, cruelty, manipulation and snobbery prevail in the characters. It 
is perhaps the saddest thing when pain and suffering are inflicted by peo-
ple on people with the aim of realising their evil plans. It is even sadder 
when you are betrayed by people whom you trust and who you consider 
friends. It is for this reason that Florence suffers mostly from Mr Brun-
dish’s inconsistency, without knowing the real state of things. Florence 
will never know that M  Brundish visited Mrs Gamart to ask her to leave 
Florence alone and let her realise her lifelong wish to open a bookshop. 
Mrs Gamart, remorselessly, distorts the words of the dead Mr Brundish by 
stating that he visited her to express his approval of her idea to open an 
Art Centre in Harborough. 

Undoubtedly, the way she was treated or rather the way she was mis-
treated, is too sad to question, but the saddest thing in this great book is 
the end of it when Florence leaves the town: “with her head bowed in 
shame, because the town she had lived in for nearly ten years had not 
wanted a bookshop.”136 Nothing can be sadder than a lack of interest in 
reading. Miserable are those who do not enjoy the spirit and air of freedom 
reading provides, without which we get impoverished, unable to cultivate 
our taste, and without which we are devoid of intellectual and creative re-
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ward. In one of her illuminating essays, Virginia Woolf’s dream of the 
Judgement Day hits the nail on the head with the situation in Hard-
borough: 

I have sometimes dreamt, at least that when the Day of Judgement dawns 
and the great conquerors and lawyers and states-men come to receive their 
rewards - their crowns, their laurels, their names carved indelibly upon 
imperishable marble - the Almighty will turn to Peter and will say, not 
without a certain envy when He sees us coming with our books under our 
arms, ‘Look, these need no reward. We have nothing to give them here. 
They have loved reading.’137 

The very opening scene in The Bookshop, with the motif of the heron 
and the eel, foreshadows the exigencies of Florence’s life. Taking into con-
sideration Florence Green’s tested courage and endurance, Valentine Cun-
ningham is not far from the truth when he calls Florence “a fighter.”138 She 
is indeed a woman warrior who is not afraid to challenge Mrs Gamart, who 
bravely points out Milo’s drawbacks to his face: “marry Kattie, think less 
about yourself, and work harder,”139 who dauntlessly calls Mr Thornton a 
“Coward!”140 Undoubtedly, Florence is Penelope Fitzgerald’s favourite 
character. Peter Wolfe thinks differently when questioning whether Penel-
ope Fitzgerald admires and at the same time punishes Florence: “Does her 
admiration of Florence drive her to crueller forms of punishment?”141 
Wolfe goes on to compare her works with those of Kafka and Graham 
Greene, in which people are punished for “having innocently violated un-
written rules and guidelines.”142 This statement of Wolfe hardly holds wa-
ter. It is impossible to doubt the author’s admiration for Florence Green, 
taking into consideration Penelope Fitzgerald’s interest in those destined 
to fail. 

Like Penelope Fitzgerald herself, Florence Green, despite all the hard-
ships of life, sticks to her principles. She is straightforward and realistic in 
her relationships with other people, just like Florence. Abraham Maslow 
states that self-actualising people have a more profound relationship with 
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people than others: “The fact is that they can and do speak realistically and 
harshly of those who deserve it, and especially of the hypocritical, the pre-
tentious, the pompous, or the self-inflated.”143 The same goes for Florence 
when she courageously speaks to her solicitor. Moreover, people who actu-
alise themselves have “an unusual ability to detect the spurious, the fake, 
and the dishonest in personality, and in general to judge people correctly 
and efficiently.”144 Florence’s straightforwardness towards Milo’s draw-
backs is an example of this. Like Florence, Penelope Fitzgerald herself 
wished she were mistaken when dividing people into exterminators and 
exterminatees: “Fitzgerald insists that being fully human entails question-
ing social pressures, intellectual systems, and ready-made political 
creeds.”145 

According to Peter Wolfe, Florence Green’s “first name evokes that of 
Italy’s premier centre of culture” and “her last name suggests growth and 
renewal.”146 However, metaphorically, it would be more adequate to re-
semble Florence Green to Saint Florentina, the Roman martyr of the sev-
enth century, who devoted her entire life to Christianity, from whose name 
the feminine name Florence originates. Florence Green fails in imbuing 
Hardborough people with a love for reading; the people on whom Milton’s 
mesmerising quotation “a good book is the precious life-blood of a master-
spirit embalmed and treasured up on purpose to a life beyond life”147 are 
lost. 

In this novel, Penelope Fitzgerald expresses her love for books through 
Florence Green. This novel is based to some extent on her own experience 
when, for four years, she worked in a bookshop called the Sole Bay 
Bookshop in Southwold in East Suffolk, and who “drove around in a bat-
tered car, without a driving license, and worked as an assistant at Mrs Ne-
ame’s bookshop.”148 The novel is dedicated to Phyllis Neame as ‘to an old 
friend.’ It is not only her attitude to books that the novel conveys. Much 
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more important is the theme of human nature and the relationship be-
tween people belonging to different walks of life. 

The Bookshop was shortlisted for the Booker Prize, and by then, the criti-
cal appreciation was not favourable, labelling the novel as a “school of an-
guished women’s fiction.”149 However, about twenty years later, the same 
critic, Valentine Cunningham, this time justly, reviewed the novel again: “a 
classic whose force as a physical and moral map-making has not merely 
lasted but has actually improved with the passage of years.”150 Katherine A. 
Powers, the Boston Globe’s book critic, called it “one of the 10 best novels I 
have ever read in my life.”151 In 2017, the novel was turned into a film, 
written and directed by the Spanish film director Isabel Coixet, winning 
the Frankfurt Book Fair Prize for the Best International Literary Adaptation 
the same year. It is interesting to note that the film adaptation of The 
Bookshop is not as dark as the book. The director must have thought the 
end of the book dark, so she did her best to make it brighter. Unlike Flor-
ence in the book, Florence in the film does not accept Mrs Gamart’s hus-
band’s claim about Mr Brundish’s pre-death words. She bluntly and furi-
ously refuses to accept the pre-death words of Mr Brundish and sends him 
away. In the book, she does not attend the funeral because she takes the 
General’s words for the truth and gets painfully hurt. No wonder that 
characters like Florence Green are valuable for Penelope Fitzgerald and 
that the tragedy of misunderstanding among people is something worth 
being centred upon, for “life’s losers are far more interesting than its win-
ners”152 for Penelope Fitzgerald. 

The autobiographical novel is regarded as one of “the best classic nov-
els—meant to be savoured, not summarized.”153 Penelope Fitzgerald is 
silently present all through the novel. Through the following lines she 
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shares her views on life: “morality is seldom a safe guide for human con-
duct,”154 “understanding makes the mind lazy,”155 kind heart “is not of 
much use when it comes to the matter of self-preservation,”156 and “men 
and women aren’t quite the right people for each other,”157 the statement 
which indirectly refers to her own marriage. Penelope Fitzgerald’s The 
Bookshop definitely serves as biographical material, helping us bring togeth-
er the pieces of a unique character and her life. 

4.2.2. Human Voices: Wartime Broadcasting158 

“Who could weep tears to match that suffering.” 
– Daniel Swift. 

Human Voices (1980) is another novel after The Bookshop and At Freddie’s 
that is directly based on Penelope Fitzgerald’s experience, working for the 
BBC between November 1940 and September 1945. Her fourth novel at 
sixty-three is “a light, funny, brilliantly accurate recreation of the BBC in 
wartime.”159 Hermione Lee states that the topic for the novel “was perfect 
material for her because she observed it so closely at the time.”160 The nov-
el was originally titled ‘ ‘10 Seconds From Now’ or ‘I Return You to My 
Colleagues at Broadcasting House’. It is her only novel without a protago-
nist as such, but with an unexpected happy ending. 

The beginning of the novel gives a detailed account of the Blitz war161 
at night; it was the time when England faced the dilemma of whether to 
fight with Germans or make peace with them. The novel starts with Lise 
Bernard giving birth to an infant without a father, and the employees of the 
BBC on the late shift, asking unanswered questions. Fitzgerald recalled: 
“Twice in the concert hall I had to help out when someone had an epileptic 
fit,” “In my novel I changed this to the birth of a baby, but that wouldn’t 
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have surprised me either.”162 Terence Dooley points out that the novel is 
all “about the love-hate relationship between 2 of the eccentrics on whom 
the BBC depended,” and the central themes concentrate on love, jealousy, 
death, childbirth in Broadcasting House and the crises that go on to pro-
duce the 9 o’clock news on which the whole nation relied during the war 
years, heartbreak &c, and also about this truth telling business.163 

Annie Asra, who appears for the first time in chapter five, moves the 
plot of the novel forward and fascinates the reader with her character that 
bears a striking resemblance to that of the author. Annie’s character de-
scription reminds us of Penelope Fitzgerald’s: “Annie Asra was the kind of 
girl to whom people give a job, even when they didn’t originally intend to. 
Her name sounded foreign, but wasn’t. [...] Annie was a little square curly-
headed creature, not a complainer.”164 Annie, stoical like Penelope Fitzger-
ald, is motherless, “self-contained, a serious, tranquil believer in life and in 
the time ahead when she would know what was most important to her.”165 
She manifests the wisdom and tolerance so characteristic of the author 
herself: “She accepted that people couldn’t be otherwise that they were, 
good, bad, and middling, but one ought to be allowed to take them or leave 
them.”166 Annie, like the author, “was almost too well trained in endur-
ance, having drawn since birth on the inexhaustible fund of tranquil pes-
simism peculiar to the English Midlands.”167 Terence Dooley indicates that 
“Annie Asra, the heroine of Human Voices, like all Penelope’s female pro-
tagonists, represents her in some aspects.”168 Similarly, Hermione Lee ob-
serves that “Annie is a typical Fitzgerald heroine, sturdy, observant, hon-
est, self-reliant and quietly passionate.”169 Penelope Fitzgerald’s silent 
presence is observed through other characters, like Eddie, as well. A Fitz-
geraldian precept is directly noticed in Eddie’s advice to Annie: “Refine 
yourself a little every day, that is my rule.”170 
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Annie Asra falls in love with Sam Brooks, the RPD (Recorded Pro-
gramme Director), a flawed man, in fact, a divorcee, flirting with women 
without any serious intention. She is hopelessly in love with him, though 
she describes her feelings not as “to be in love” but “love.”171 Just before 
deciding to quit her job as an RPA (Recorded Programmes Assistant), she 
confesses her love to him, which involuntarily brings to mind Anton Che-
kov’s fascinating short story “Late Flowers,” a tragic story in which the 
protagonist also hopelessly confesses her love to the doctor. However, un-
like Chekov’s story, given the unhappy endings in almost all her novels, 
surprisingly, Annie’s feelings are answered. 

Penelope Fitzgerald definitely wanted to bring an optimistic note to 
Heinrich Heine’s poem “Der Asra,” the name she gave to her favourite 
heroine, Annie Asra. In the above-mentioned quotation, that “her name 
sounded foreign, but wasn’t,”172 Penelope does not consider the name Asra 
as foreign. In fact, it is of Arabic origin, meaning pure and virgin. She must 
have meant herself, for whom the background story of the name was very 
inspiring and familiar. She wanted her readers to know that she took the 
name from Heine’s poem. Fitzgerald would be annoyed when A. S. Byatt, 
who taught with Penelope Fitzgerald at London’s Westminster Tutors, 
failed to notice this allusion when reviewing the novel. Later, A. S. Byatt 
shares in her preface to the collection of Fitzgerald’s letters the way the 
novel’s title was formed: 

that it was based on a German poem, by Heine, ‘Der Asra’. I hadn’t noticed 
that, and I don’t know how she expected anyone to do so. ‘Asra’ to me was 
Coleridge’s transposition of Sara in his diaries and love letters. But I felt 
challenged, and I reread Human Voices, and I read ‘Der Asra’, a perfect, 
moving, chilling, brief poem and I saw that Penelope Fitzgerald was not an 
English lady writer — in a lot of these letters she is putting on an act as 
one — but someone with an austere, original talent, unlike anyone else 
writing in this country at this time.173 

The mesmerising poem ‘Der Asra’ emphasises the destructive power of 
love when a Yemeni slave falls in love with the Sultan’s daughter. Each day 
as he sees her by the fountain, the young slave Mahomet withers away, 
whose “tribe, it is the Asra, who die when they love.” 
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The intense emotions in the poem inspired the New Zealand poet Ter-
ence George Craddock (1960) to react to the poem with six poems and 
dedicate them to Heinrich Heine.174 According to Hermione Lee, Human 
Voices treats the poem’s “die, when they love” notion “into a historical con-
text.”175 Moreover, Lee believes that after the war, there were no longer 
such people who fell in love without expecting anything in return. With 
the novel, Penelope Fitzgerald seems to be fulfilling her desire through 
Annie Asra, who hopelessly falls in love, like Charlotte Brontë in Jane Eyre, 
bringing together Jane the Governess and Rochester. Later, when Penelope 
Fitzgerald comments on the novel and the years she worked at the BBC, 
she expresses that she, herself,  

fell in love with someone very much older and more important, without 
the least glimmer of a hope of any return. This was quite common in those 
days, but I suggested in Human Voices that we were the last generation to 
behave like this... Certainly, towards the end of the war or just after it we 
all of us married, had children, and forgot why and even how we’d man-
aged to love without return.176 

The title of the novel Human Voices was probably inspired by the last 
line of Eliot’s poem “Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”: “till human voices 
woke us, and we drown.”177 Also, with all the confusion and uncertainty 
dominating the novel, it can be considered a sort of absurdist novel. T. S. 
Eliot himself is seen in the novel walking through the night in London as a 
dancer. There is a likeness between the mood in Eliot’s poem and that of 
Human Voices in terms of fear of death, uncertainty, alienation and fragmen-
tation felt by the characters in the novel. Christopher Knight suggests that 
the novel’s title might have been taken from the Bible. Knight also gives a 
detailed account of the similarity between the novel and the poem in terms 
of the dark mood in both works. 

As Eliot employs the phrase, the implied contrast is with the Divine voice, 
the voice (which is also, and most notably, Christ) made reference to in 
the opening of John’s gospel.178 
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The beginning of the novel seems to echo the then English Prime Min-
ister Winston Churchill’s words addressed to the English nation on the 
radio: “I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat.”179 Just as 
Churchill “comforted” the British Nation during the War, the BBC pre-
ferred truth to consolation. During the years Penelope Fitzgerald worked 
for the BBC, their “policy was to tell the truth, and nothing but the truth, 
even if the truth is horrible.”180 However, “as fiction-writers know, there is 
no such thing as absolute truth.”181 

Christopher Knight’s diction contains some common words describing 
Penelope Fitzgerald, such as responsibility, grace, dignity, human fortitude, 
courage, and metier. Knight, like other critics, sees parallels in the novel: 
“At least two of them, Vi Simmons and Annie Asra, resemble the frolic-
some, young Penelope Knox.”182 Penelope Fitzgerald experienced the trag-
edies and the dark sides of the war firsthand: the men around her, includ-
ing her brother Rawle, her father, her friend Ham, and her husband Des-
mond, returned from the war radically changed. Just as Asra is connected 
to her father because she had lost her mother at a very early age, so does 
Penelope Fitzgerald have a close bond with her father because she spent 
most of her childhood and adolescent years in a boarding school, without 
seeing her mother and losing her at eighteen: 

The attachment of daughter for father somewhat mirrors the attachment 
that Fitzgerald herself felt for her father, himself made a widower sooner 
than one might have anticipated.183 

It must be noted that a few years prior to the period Penelope Fitzger-
ald started writing the novel, her father died and “part of its sadness is that 
it is an elegy for him, as well as a vivid recalling of her youthful time of love 
and trauma.”184 In the biographical novels of hers, Penelope Fitzgerald 
aimed to share something about her life. However, in Human Voices, she 
states “that she tried her best to disguise everyone in the novel, but that 
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people were always contacting her after it was published, complaining that 
she had given them the wrong-colored pencil.”185 Despite the personal 
complaints, literary critics did not refrain from appreciating the novel. 

Michael Ratcliffe praised Penelope Fitzgerald’s unpredictable intelligence 
for keeping its quality, but springs constant surprises, and if you make the 
mistake of reading her fast because she is so readable, you will miss some 
of the best jokes. I wish it were longer... for it is certainly a very funny nov-
el about the BBC and that in itself is an occasion for joy.”186 

A. S. Byatt describes the novel as “A wonderful combination of dead-
pan English comedy and surreal farce.”187 Alfred Corn in The New York 
Times rightly observes that the novel is “Supported by details no one could 
turn up in archival research.”188 Marghanita Laski in the Country Life, finds 
the novel “extraordinarily and immensely praiseworthy that a book with 
such an ultimately serious idea can be so brilliantly funny.”189 Bruce Bawer 
in New Criterion lays stress on the denouement that the novel “reminds 
us, too, that heroes, like saints, can be selfish and stupid, maddeningly 
quirky and abundantly flawed... In the end, the book is a tribute to the 
unsung and quintessentially English heroism of imperfect people.”190 

Penelope Fitzgerald’s genuine sympathy for the imperfect, failed and 
defeated people resonates in the ending of the novel. She confides that 
such people’s “voice in particular [...] will be much missed.”191 After her 
last novel of journey inside her “self,” Penelope Fitzgerald, with her follow-
ing novels, which will not be drawn directly from her own life, would now 
be taking “a journey outside myself.”192  
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4.3. Penelope Fitzgerald’s Foreign Novels: A Perennial Use: Un-Happiness 

“All happy families are alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.”  
– Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina 

It is the theme of unhappiness rather than happiness that Penelope 
Fitzgerald’s foreign novels mainly focus on. There is hardly a word in any 
language as evasive, as vague as the word happiness. We can hardly find a 
different definition of the word than that of expressing a state of pleasure 
and satisfaction. The interpretation of the word by philosophers and critics 
does not bring much illumination, though some of them deserve attention. 
Despite a large number of theoretical and empirical studies on happiness, 
there is still no reliable theoretical basis on which to assess this complicat-
ed notion. The abundance of literature on happiness (there is even a jour-
nal on happiness)193 also testifies to the ambivalence of the concept. As a 
result, there are a variety of interpretations and definitions of happiness. 
Shin and Johnson, in their survey of the concept, separate “feeling happy” 
from “being happy.”194 According to them, “happiness comes from the 
fulfilment of one’s capacity to do what one is keen on.”195 Being a state of 
mind, feeling happy is short-lived and ephemeral, while being happy is 
related to one’s life quality on the whole. In this case, being self-actualised 
is being happy, for, according to Maslow, actualising people are those who 
fulfil their capacity. 

Aristotle, speaking about happiness, considers it to be an activity rather 
than a state. He is surprised that some consider living well or doing well to 
be equal to being happy. As he observes, even “the same man gives a dif-
ferent account of it; for when ill, he calls it health; when poor, wealth; and 
conscious of their own ignorance, men admire those who talk grandly and 
above their comprehension.”196 Thus, whenever we use the word happy in 
our everyday life, we do not mean happiness in the proper sense of the 
word, nor in the Aristotelian sense. It is only contentment or satisfaction 
that is expressed in these phrases. 
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According to Aristotle, the first requirement of happiness (eudaimonia) 
is a length of time which he calls “a perfect length of time” during which a 
person goes through various stages of virtuous activity.197 It is hard to 
speak about happiness within a short period of time because it is impossi-
ble to reach an end goal within a short-lived life: “One cannot be happy for 
one day nor can one be happy as a child or at every stage of life.”198 Though 
Aristotle considers old age challenging to happiness, he nevertheless 
makes an exception for the people of virtue: “The perfectly virtuous person 
[...] may not be perturbed by the chilling of old age.”199 The virtuous peo-
ple, addressed by Aristotle, are those who have fulfilled their capacities. 

The following statement on happiness by Aristotle goes for Penelope 
Fitzgerald’s life as for no one else’s: “So then happiness is manifestly 
something final and self-sufficient, being the end of all things which are 
and may be done.”200 She never said something explicitly about her being 
happy or not but it is not hard to guess that to- wards the end of her life 
after facing many challenges of life she enjoyed the joy of her published 
books, the rise of her popularity as a writer, the joy of winning the Booker 
Prize and the 1998 American National Book Critics fiction prize for her last 
historical novel The Blue Flower, and the 1996 Heywood Hill Literary Prize for 
lifetime achievement. Penelope Fitzgerald defines happiness in a very un-
conventional way: 

Happiness is a capacity like any other, very unequally shared among those 
who wake up every morning to find themselves likely to last through the 
following day. It is not a bad system for those to whom happiness is diffi-
cult to keep a record of their happy days, but I count a day as anything 
more than six hours. The word happiness in itself suggests that it is short 
lived and has little to do with contentment. Happiness extended would not 
be contentment but insanity. Identifying the moments when one is happy 
is an art in itself, or I suppose a craft, which is the outcome of experi-
ence.201 

In fact, Penelope Fitzgerald’s perception of happiness echoes John Stu-
art Mill’s ideas on the concept: 
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It is indisputable that the being whose capacities of enjoyment are low, has 
the greatest chance of having them fully satisfied; and a highly endowed 
being will always feel that any happiness which he can look for, as the 
world is constituted, is imperfect. But he can learn to bear its imperfec-
tions, if they are at all bearable; and they will not make him envy the being 
who is indeed unconscious of the imperfections, but only because he feels 
not at all the good which those imperfections qualify.202 

However, Joar Vitterso rightly observes that “there is more to quality of 
life than just happiness.”203 This quality had always been there in her life, 
and her novels only reinforced it. 

After her sixties, Penelope Fitzgerald decided “to stop writing fiction 
that drew directly on her own life. In interviews, she would talk about this 
decision as a means of escape, ‘a journey outside myself.”204 After three 
biographies and five domestic and autobiographical novels, Penelope Fitz-
gerald would write four more novels, three of which transcend to foreign 
lands. She would call this a temptation that “comes to take what seems 
almost like a vacation in another country and above all in another time.”205 
For her foreign fiction, Penelope Fitzgerald conducted in-depth research at 
the British Museum, and this painstaking research, as well as her interest 
in foreign lands and their traditions, customs, and daily lives, was an im-
mediate answer to the question “How did she do it?”206 A.S. Byatt verifies 
the arduous work behind her novels: 

she had read the records of the salt mines from cover to cover in German 
to understand how her hero was employed— and then in a few sketched 
details she places the mines, in his daily life and in his thought about the 
scientific and spiritual world.207 

Julian Barnes, who greatly admired the author, is also amazed at her 
knowledge of alien cultures: 
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“But how does she know that?” How does she know (The Beginning of 
Spring) about methods of bribing the police in pre-revolutionary Moscow, 
and about techniques of printing, and that all packs of playing cards were 
confiscated at the Russian border? How does she know (Innocence) about 
neurology and dressmaking and dwarfism and Gramsci? How does she 
know (The Gate of Angels) about atomic physics and probationary nursing 
and the opening of Selfridges? How does she know (The Blue Flower) 
about 18th-century Thuringian laundry habits and the Brownian system 
and Schlegel’s philosophy and salt mining? The initial, dully obvious an-
swer is: she found out.208 

Frank Kermode, in his introduction to the Everyman’s Library collec-
tion of her novels, pays tribute to Penelope Fitzgerald’s accuracy in foreign 
settings: 

Whereas it may be true that Fitzgerald worked in such a bookshop, 
lived on such a barge, and worked at the BBC, it can not be the case that 
she lived in pre-revolutionary Moscow or the Cambridge of Rutherford, or 
the Germany of Goethe. Yet she not only knows how people talked, 
worked and loved in these settings, but casually, and with every appear-
ance of accuracy, mentions innumerable details that give substance to 
these lives.209 

However, it was not only the British Museum where she encountered 
the astonishing facts for her novels, but also the resources in German and 
Russian. When asked about her sources of research, she refused to share 
them, answering teasingly, “I found it all on the internet.”210 It is not only 
her novels that take the readers to foreign lands, but also her posthumous-
ly published short stories (called ‘swansong’ by Hermione Lee), The Means 
of Escape (2000) out of which eight stories are set in various countries in 
different eras such as the nineteenth century Tasmania, the Breton Coast, 
Scotland, New Zealand, Mexico and Turkey. 

Although Penelope Fitzgerald speaks of these foreign novels as a jour-
ney outside herself, readers still find something Fitzgeraldian, containing 
something of her; her character and world outlook. Terence Dooley states 
that Penelope Fitzgerald’s foreign novels should not “be assumed to be 
free of autobiographical elements: Nellie in The Beginning of Spring, [...] 
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Fritz’s mother, all have aspects of Penelope, and her child characters al-
ways owe much to her own children.”211 In a personal communication with 
Lian Lu, Penelope Fitzgerald remarks that she 

did a good deal of research for Innocence and The Beginning of Spring, but 
I have spent a certain amount of time in Florence and Moscow and am very 
fond of both of them. I’m not sure I can distinguish the facts from the sto-
ries—do you think any novelist can?212 

It is worthy of mention that when Annie Reynolds, in her 1992 inter-
view “A Book is a Lovely Thing,” expressed her amazement at the “enor-
mous amount of domestic detail” in The Beginning of Spring, she replied that 
she thought “research is fun.”213 

At the beginning of her sixth novel, Innocence (1986), whose initial title 
was supposed to be “Unhappiness,” which suits the novel more, the writer 
presents to us a very surrealistic example of happiness with the historical 
story of the midget family. Dean Flower in her article “Frank Kermode’s 
Magnificent Usefulness,” mentions the words “shudder” and “frisson,” the 
latter having been devised by Baudelaire, and Huysmans’ frémir, all of 
which come to stand for “the deepest kind of response to poetry, especially 
to moments of sudden visceral shock that have apparently little to do with 
pleasure.”214 The same goes for almost all of Penelope Fitzgerald’s novels 
in which the shudder reaches its acme. 

From the very first page of Innocence, the reader is faced with the con-
cept of happiness, its paradoxes and absurdities. The novel starts with a 
tragic story in which atrocity is committed for the sake of happiness. The 
novel is set in 1955 Florence, but the very first chapter flashbacks to 1568’s 
Florence, Italy, the Villa La Ricordanza, owned by the Ridolfi family. In a 
community of midgets, by force of circumstances, the beloved daughter of 
the family acquires a friend thought to be a midget, too. However, she 
turns out to be a normal one and starts to grow. Count Ridolfi starts ask-
ing for advice, but little does he get to make his daughter happy: “Don’t be 
so concerned [...] with the matter of happiness,” advised the doctor, while 
his brother, the Cardinal Archbishop of Florence, wanted the count to 
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leave the matter of human happiness to heaven.215 The daughter of the 
family, who had no idea of the normal height of people, takes it for the 
misfortune that befell them, and takes a fatal decision or an innocent 
thought to blind her and have her knees cut so that she “must never know 
the increasing difference between herself and the rest of the world.”216 The 
solution of a gothic character indicates the complexity of achieving a happy 
ending in difficult situations. 

The introductory first chapter of the sixteenth century is succeeded by 
the twentieth-century plot, and serves as a meaningful and significant past 
for the main characters. The two main characters, the eighteen-year-old 
Chiara Ridolfi and the neurologist Salvatore, in his thirties, fall in love with 
each other, bringing their historical backgrounds to the marriage.217 When 
Salvatore was thinking about Chiara, “he would hardly have thought it 
possible that at nineteen – even though she loved him, which of course 
gave her an unfair advantage – she would have known how to cut down a 
grown man.”218 C. K. Stead sees the link between the phrase cut down in 
the old story of the sixteenth century and the book’s climax: 

so casually it would be easy not to notice it: but it is surely not there by ac-
cident – and it makes the link between the old story and the modern one. 
Is the explosive Salvatore another victim of the Ridolfi ‘innocence’? Or of 
his own? Or need there be no victim at all? The novel ends one way, but 
goes so close to ending another; it seems to offer two opposite answers to 
its own implied questions. It is a work of strange, muted power and intel-
ligence.219 

Another shock follows when Salvatore’s father takes his ten-year-old 
son to a hospital to visit a terminally ill communist friend, interestingly, a 
non-fictional character, Antonio Gramsci, the leader of the Italian Com-
munist Party. We expect the scene of a dying man, who had always strug-
gled for the right cause, to inspire the son to pursue his vocation. However, 
quite the reverse happens. Salvatore denies his father’s friend’s heritage; 
right there, he vows never to get involved in politics in his future life. An-
other example of shudder comes when Chiara’s aunt Maddalena gets her 
“third and fourth fingers of her right hand” cut by an attacker for “the di-
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amond ring given her by her English husband in their happier days.”220 
Such a shudder in terms of attaining happiness pervades the novel. Again, 
Auntie Mad would be in pain to see old people failing to achieve happi-
ness: “The failure of old people to be happy tormented Auntie Mad.”221 
According to Terence Dooley, the notion of happiness in the novel is “mar-
ital. Constant misunderstandings drive the lovers, Chiara and Salvatore, 
together and apart.”222 The inexperienced couple, one representing the 
heart and the other the head, like other married couples in Fitzgerald’s 
novels, would go on with their marriage exactly like this for the rest of 
their lives, despite their deep love for each other. Salvatore’s character is 
his punishment. His behaviour and his treatment of people, whom he ac-
tually loves, is irrational. He is the absurd man whom A. Camus consid-
ered to be innocent but “that innocence is to be feared.”223 The Absurd, 
adds Camus, “does not liberate: it binds.”224 Though “They loved each oth-
er to the point of pain and could hardly bear to separate each morning,”225 
Salvatore fails to make his wife happy. This fact makes him so miserable 
that he attempts suicide at the end of the novel when Salvatore would take 
the phone and throw up his hands and ask: “What’s to become of us? We 
can’t go on like this.” Cesare’s answer is true to life: “Yes, we can go on 
like this. We can go on exactly like this for the rest of our lives.”226 De-
familiarised statements of this sort abound in the novel: “curious that ad-
vice is just as irritating when it’s wrong as when it’s right;”227 “every life 
has lucky moments when sympathy opens one heart to others. To respond 
may be a mistake, not to respond must be ingratitude;”228 The obsessed are 
blind to their obsessions,”229 and “clever people are not happy.”230 

Penelope Fitzgerald must have been keeping her father’s wedding wish 
in her memory all her life: “The only thing I want is for everyone, as far as 
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possible, to be happy.”231 Christopher J. Knight claims that Penelope Fitz-
gerald “is clearly taken with the theme [happiness], for she makes repeated 
references to it”232 in her novels. Whether she, who considered happiness 
to be a capacity, managed to achieve it, remains unanswered by her, but 
her novel Innocence answers the question in the negative. No one is happy 
in the novel, but there is something that Penelope Fitzgerald, like some 
characters in the novel, tries to realise: to make others happy: her children, 
her husband, and her friends. What Knight says in his investigation of 
happiness in the novel holds true for its author: 

There is a strong sense in the novel that happiness speaks more of some-
thing that we can imagine rather than experience, it being so difficult to 
isolate its mood from all those other moods and experiences that make up 
our being.233 

According to Penelope Fitzgerald, happiness is not a state but a capaci-
ty; moreover, what is more important is to be able to identify the moments 
of happiness. She thinks it is imperative to make a difference between hap-
piness and contentment, which is fleeting. Most people fail to be conscious 
of their happy moments and, moreover, have no belief in the importance of 
happiness. The writer does not have any illusions about happiness itself as 
a capacity, as well as the difficulty of or even the danger of making other 
people happy. 

Fitzgerald, as it is known, was mostly 

concerned with the difference between body and soul [...] and between 
those human beings who, however good their intentions, will always be 
defeated by the world as it is now, and those who will flourish, though 
perhaps not for ever [...] I would agree with whoever it was that said that 
twentieth century human beings have made themselves too unimportant 
to be tragic but too desperate to be comic.234 

Just as we have the aching pleasure in J. Keats’ “Ode to Melancholy,” 
we can speak about the aching happiness in almost all her novels. Despite 
her pessimism in her novels, she does not cease to look at the bright side 
of life. In her “Curriculum Vitae,” she considers herself “to be lucky.” She 
grew up in a family “where comfort and beauty counted for very little and 
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money for almost nothing.”235 In her works, we see that achieving happi-
ness has always been hard. 

Penelope Fitzgerald’s seventh novel The Beginning of Spring (1988) was 
enlisted the 95th of “the 100 best English novels” in the Guardian in 
2015.236 The novel reached the Russian reading public only in 2017, forty 
years after its publication. No sooner had it become available for the lovers 
of literature, it was announced a masterpiece by Russian literary critics. 
They also wondered how she could have gained such detailed information 
about the topography, history, and culture of pre-revolutionary Russia in 
1913. Penelope Fitzgerald was well-known for her love of Russia and its 
culture. She called The Beginning of Spring “her best” novel because she was 
“particularly interested in Russia.”237 The novel was also shortlisted for the 
1988 Booker Prize. Terence Dooley states that the novel, which was initially 
called “Nellie and Lisa,” is 

a brilliant tragicomedy of marital misunderstanding, [...] The spring is also 
the Russian revolutionary spring, for she chose historical periods, which 
seemed to promise change, emancipation and spiritual rebirth.238 

Dooley remarks that the novel deals with the supernatural, “and it will 
continue to startle and unsettle (as do the ghosts of the future in the birch 
wood here) in her last two novels and late stories.”239 Through the super-
natural, we are informed that Penelope Fitzgerald wants “us to accept the 
miraculous as part of life.”240 

The novel is set in Russia in late March, a year prior to the Great War, 
as well as the 1917 October Revolution. In the novel’s opening scene, the 
protagonist, the Russian-born Englishman Frank Reid, learns through a 
letter that his English wife, Nellie, has left him. Frank Reid, a generous and 
honest man, owns a small printing business in the capital Moscow, which 
was left to him by his British parents who settled in Moscow in the 1870s. 
He keeps wondering about his wife and three children’s whereabouts and 
                                                           
235  Fitzgerald, A House of Air, 469. 
236  Robert McCrum, “The 100 Best Novels: No. 95 – The Beginning of Spring by Penelope 

Fitzgerald (1988),” Guardian, July 13, 2015, accessed March 3, 2021, 
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/jul/13/100-best-novels-penelope-
fitzgerald-beginning-spring-robert-mccrum. 

237  Lu, “Penelope Fitzgerald’s Fiction and Literary Career,” 283. 
238  Fitzgerald, The Afterlife, xxxiv. 
239  Fitzgerald, The Afterlife, xxxv. 
240  Fitzgerald, The Afterlife, xxxvi. 



PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION | 187 

 

what is to become of them. Selwyn Osipych Crane, Frank’s accountant and 
a poet and author of the collection of poems Birch Tree Thoughts, is con-
cerned about wifeless Frank, and he suggests hiring a suitable nurse for the 
children. Like Selwyn, the reader takes it for granted that men and women 
complete each other. However, the driver at the beginning of the novel 
states that “women were only company for each other,” and to the objec-
tion of the protagonist that “we weren’t meant to live alone,” he answers 
that “Life makes its own corrections.”241 It turns out that life’s corrections 
are not always the right ones; otherwise, Frank and Nenna’s marriage 
based on love would not appear disastrous. Nevertheless, Selwyn does not 
refrain from proposing a young Russian woman of about twenty, Lisa 
Ivanovna, to his friend. Selwyn has sympathy for the oppressed, and Lisa is 
one of them. He “met her in Muir and Merrilees, at the handkerchief coun-
ter [...] shedding tears,” which was enough for him to pick her up.242 
When Frank sees her for the first time, he is struck by her beauty: “He 
didn’t think he’d be able to put up with this. She had the pale, broad, pa-
tient, dreaming Russian face.”243 The children easily become attached to 
Lisa, and all of them start to live together. However, Frank never stops 
writing unanswered letters to his wife. As the plot progresses, it turns out 
that Selwyn is not the man he appears to be, and neither is Lisa. Selwyn 
and Nellie had long ago planned to run away together, but he could not 
make it after a second thought. And Lisa, without any warning, leaves the 
dacha. The novel ends with the arrival of spring and Nellie’s return home. 

Despite the ambiguities and the unsaid in the novel, Penelope Fitzger-
ald draws a realistic image of the Russian setting, which greatly impressed 
A.S. Byatt when she was reading the novel: 

The novel is as Russian as Innocence is Italian; the muddles are Russian 
muddles, the suspicions and warmth and vaguenesses are Russian. The 
weather, winter and spring, the river and its ice floes, the dacha and the 
birch forest, are Russian.244 

The critic is no less amazed by her research skills: “She has done so 
much reading, so much research, that she can select the telling detail, the 
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exemplary smell, sound, or object, as she could from the world she lives in 
daily.”245 

While speaking about her ninth novel, The Blue Flower (1995), from the 
very start, Hermione Lee uses the word combination “a feeling of strange-
ness” and the word “estrangement.”246 The biographer does not see much 
resemblance between Penelope Fitzgerald and Novalis: “She was not a 
romantic or a symbolist or an optimist.”247 However, Penelope Fitzgerald’s 
admiration for Novalis is explainable. Like him, she had a passion for 
knowledge and learning and the unknowable and the mysterious. Like 
him, she tried to embrace the unembraceable. Like him, she believed that 
“death is only a change in condition.”248 At the same time, she shows 
mostly indirectly Novalis’s shortcomings as well. He never becomes aware 
of Karoline’s feelings for him. He is hardly aware of the miserable condi-
tion of women around him, including his own mother, who “seemed al-
ways to be looking for someone to whom to apologise.”249 And his exag-
gerated idealism, sometimes to the point of absurdity, is hardly justifiable. 

The novel, which narrates the early life of Novalis, covers his university 
years at the universities of Jena, Leipzig and Wittenberg, where he studies 
history, philosophy and law. At twenty-two, he desperately falls in love 
with the fourteen-year-old Sophie von Kühn, whom he addresses as his 
“Philosophy,” his “spirit’s guide,” his “Wisdom,” his “Absolute,” his “Per-
fection,” and “heart’s heart.” His love towards the young Sophie fails to be 
understood by everyone in the novel. Novalis is writing a story in which a 
young man desires to see the blue flower lying “incessantly at my heart, 
and I can imagine and think about nothing else.”250 The dramatic educa-
tional and intellectual differences between the two lovers play a significant 
role in the plot. Later, their engagement does not blossom into marriage 
due to the death of Sophie from consumption at fifteen. 

Although the author never explains what the blue flower comes to 
mean, Novalis never reaches his blue flower, but as Hermione Lee says, 
“the blue flower remains out of reach. It can never be found, it can only be 
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sought.”251 Penelope Fitzgerald herself “had always been fascinated by the 
powerful symbolism of flowers.”252 According to her, the definition of the 
blue flower depends on people’s perception of it: 

It is what you think yourself, [it has] what significance you think it has [...] 
for everyone and even if there’s no possibility of reaching it you must never 
give up.253 

The Blue Flower is also rich in defamiliarization. The exposition of the 
novel presents us with a very unusual German tradition, a washday. It 
turns out that the rich noble families do washing only once a year, others, 
less rich, can afford it three times a year. The novel was a product of her in-
depth and painstaking research in Germany to the point that the German 
translator of the novel Christa Krüger, who held her doctorate in Early 
Romantic Literature said at a Novalis Conference: “She knows so much 
more than I do that I feel ashamed.”254 In 1998, the novel won the prestig-
ious American National Book Critics Circle fiction prize. No other British 
writer had been awarded this prize before.255 The novel “appeared on more 
British end-of-year Best Book list than any other title published in 
1995.”256 In 2012, The Observer announced the novel as one of “the ten best 
historical novels”257 of all times. In 2014, The Blue Flower was also enlisted 
in “The 40 books every woman should read.”258 A. S. Byatt praised the 
novel as “an improbable masterpiece,”259 which can hardly be questioned. 

The colour blue with its positive connotations appeals to many writers 
and poets. The American writer Rebecca Solnit notably describes the col-
our blue. She describes it as the colour of 
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the far edge of what can be seen, that colour of horizons, of remote moun-
tain ranges, of anything far away. The colour of that distance is the colour 
of an emotion, the colour of solitude and of desire, the colour of there seen 
from here, the colour of where you are not. And the colour of where you 
can never go [...] Blue is the colour of longing for the distances you never 
arrive in.260 

Penelope Fitzgerald’s foreign novels hardly fit the literary term auto-
fiction but they do bear some resemblance to it to some degree, because 
with Penelope Fitzgerald’s foreign novels we experience something that no 
other form of art enables us to do, as Madeleine Watts describes: “It can let 
you experience what it is like to be inside the consciousness of another 
human being.”261 Through these novels, we experience Penelope Fitzger-
ald’s understanding of happiness through her fictionalized self with the 
Italian, German and Russian characters. 

After acquiring fame with The Blue Flower in America at eighty, Penelo-
pe Fitzgerald knew that the translated versions of her novels were being 
published in various countries; but she shares with Lian Lu that she “can’t 
imagine who will read it [The Blue Flower] there. I imagine, people who 
are not so fond of blockbusters, and are ready to listen to a quiet voice.”262 
The author’s silent presence in all her works remains for the readers to 
discover and recognize. 

According to Richard Elder, 

Fitzgerald is the most cosmopolitan of English writers... Like any excellent 
writer, she creates a world, but like only a very few — Milan Kundera and 
Italo Calvino come to mind — she creates a metaphysics as well.263 

Michael Dirda says that perhaps such unique novels can be written on-
ly at eighty.264 It could be suggested that such novels can be written only by 
self-actualised women writers, with years of experience, which is quite rare 
among writers. With Penelope Fitzgerald, the case is very different. Not 
only her novels but all her oeuvre are worth being written on one’s brain 

                                                           
260  Rebecca Solnit, A Field Guide to Getting Lost (Edinburgh: Canongate, 2010), n.p. 
261  Madeleine Watts, “On the Diaries of Helen Garner and the Quagmire of the Fictional-

ized Self,” Lit Hub, accessed May 12, 2021, https://lithub.com/on-the-diaries-of-helen-
garner-and-the-quagmire-of-the-fictionalized-self/. 

262  Lu, “Penelope Fitzgerald’s Fiction and Literary Career,” 282. 
263  Lesher, The Best Novels of the Nineties, 206. 
264  Lesher, The Best Novels of the Nineties, 206. 



PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION | 191 

 

and printed on one’s heart.265 The tragic undertones in her works, The Blue 
Flower in particular, bring to mind Emerson’s meditation on life: 

It is strange how painful is the actual world—the painful kingdom of time 
and place. There dwells care and cancer and fear. With thought, with ideal, 
is immortal hilarity, the rose of joy. But with names and persons and the 
partial interests of today and yesterday, is grief.266 

Penelope Fitzgerald is unlike all those writers who try to console us by 
lifting our hearts with stories promoting positive feelings, with stories 
about the possibility, and, moreover, with the necessity of happiness in 
one’s life. On the contrary, Penelope Fitzgerald shows us directly and 
mostly indirectly not only the difficulty of achieving balance in our life but 
very often the impossibility of it in life, which never goes according to plan. 
The inconstancy of human nature is one of her main themes not only in 
her novels but in her biographies as well. However, it would be misleading 
to state that her works are pessimistic and abject altogether. There is al-
ways hope behind “the plod and catastrophe of everyday.”267 

All her novels, domestic as well as foreign, demonstrate her meticu-
lousness convincingly as an author. All of them exhibit complex emotions 
and relationships. Penelope Fitzgerald was not a happy woman according 
to J. J. Rousseau’s concept of happiness, which “requires three things, a 
good bank account, a good cook, and good digestion.”268 The first two of 
them, she never had. Camus’s interpretation of unhappiness suits her 
more: “It is not humiliating to be unhappy. Physical suffering is something 
humiliating, but the suffering of being cannot be; it is life.”269 

Penelope Fitzgerald’s foreign novels suggest that unhappiness, for her, 
is neither a decorative motif nor a passing mood, but the very air her char-
acters breathe. In Innocence, The Beginning of Spring and The Blue Flower , she 
never offers them—or us—a reconciled world; instead, she follows the 
faint, “aching happiness” that shivers through lives marked by misunder-
standing, historical crisis and the waywardness of human hearts. If, as Ar-

                                                           
265  See: Brontë, Wuthering Heights (1983). 
266  Ralph Waldo Emerson, Essays (London: Routledge, 1887), 38. 
267  Peter Wolfe, Understanding Penelope Fitzgerald (Columbia: University of South Carolina 

Press, 2004), 272. 
268  Nancy Elizabeth Spence, Life Medicine: Wisdom for Extraordinary Living (Philippines: Kula 

Press, 2003), 26. 
269  Albert Camus, Notebooks: 1951–1959 (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2008), 223. 



192 | PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION 

istotle and Maslow remind us, happiness in its deepest sense is bound up 
with the slow fulfilment of our capacities, then these late, painstakingly 
imagined books are themselves the clearest sign of Fitzgerald’s realised 
capacity to know, to suffer, and to transform suffering into form. In this 
respect, the foreign novels do not break away from the domestic fiction, 
but quietly extend the same self-actualising journey into other landscapes 
and languages: further chapters in the story of an idealised self that has 
learned to accept the tragic limits of life without ever quite letting go of 
hope.



EPILOGUE: “BORN WITH WINGS” TO FLY BEYOND HERSELF 

“Death comes to all, but great achievements build a monument 
which shall endure until the sun grows cold.” 

– Ralph Waldo Emerson 

“It is not a heroic death that is difficult, but a heroic life.” 
– Cenap Şahabettin 

The present book aims to present and explore the prominent English 
female writer Penelope Fitzgerald’s life and how she fully fits the self-
actualisation theory of Abraham Maslow. Maslow’s theory of self-
actualisation has been applied holistically through case studies of historical 
figures, including the philosopher and psychologist William James, the 
theoretical physicist Albert Einstein, the nineteenth president of America, 
Abraham Lincoln, the anthropologist Ruth Benedict, and the political activ-
ist Eleanor Roosevelt. Maslow’s short list of self-actualised people indi-
cates how complex the task is. To Maslow, the qualities of such historical 
figures can illuminate the characteristics of self-actualising people for fur-
ther studies. All the actualised figures Maslow studied were both similar in 
some respects and quite different in others. He argued that not all of them 
fit all the characteristics of self-actualising people. However, with Penelope 
Fitzgerald, the case is very different. First of all, she is the first female writ-
er to be analysed under this theory. In many literary studies, it is fictional 
characters who are analysed as self-actualising characters. However, for the 
first time, a writer’s life and career are subjected to the theory in question. 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, or self-actualisation theory, focuses on 
the quality of life. It is a motivating guide to help people realise their po-
tential and enjoy life to the fullest. Unfortunately, not everyone can ascend 
each stage of the pyramid because it requires knowledge, willpower, self-
awareness, and, most importantly, a set of life principles. The majority of 
people get stranded after their physiological (food, water, warmth, rest), 
physical (security, safety), and psychological (friends, family, prestige, es-
teem) needs are met. The way Penelope Fitzgerald fits all the characteris-
tics of self-actualising people is amazing. 

Fitzgerald gained a strong sense of self-esteem at an early age. She be-
came a scholarship student at Oxford at the age of eighteen. As an Oxford 
student, she was esteemed for being a Knox, for pursuing the Knoxian 
tradition of quality education, for her spelling expertise, for her original 



194 | PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION 

literary compositions, and for her affability and intelligence. Later, at an 
advanced age, she won the respect of such celebrated writers and critics as 
Penelope Lively, Frank Kermode, Julian Barnes, Dean Flower, Christopher 
Knight and Courtney Cook, to name but a few. The same went for her pub-
lishers and editors. Stuart Proffitt, Philip Gwyn Jones, Karen Duffy, and 
Mandy Kirkby highly valued her as a person and writer. Stuart Proffitt al-
ways looked forward to her new novels, which made him feel “physically 
better” and had “the effect [they] had on [him] was that of music.”1 Her 
children, as well as her husband, also knew her worth. Her husband was 
convinced that everything she did was right. 

Her unique life is to be imitated in many ways. According to Abraham 
Maslow, self-actualising people welcome the unfamiliar at a very high level 
of comfort, as the mysterious is the most beautiful thing to them. For Pe-
nelope Fitzgerald, the unfamiliar was her passion, and the mysterious has 
always been her companion; her oeuvre is enough to prove it. She enjoyed 
researching, finding it fun and never getting tired of it. In her foreign nov-
els, she created unknown worlds populated by non-English characters, and 
is therefore considered a cosmopolitan writer, to the point that A. S. Byatt 
calls her a non-English writer. Henry James was also a cosmopolitan writ-
er, but he was himself an expatriate, living mainly in Europe and settling in 
England for the last forty years of his life. So he only drew on his personal 
experiences in his novels. Penelope Fitzgerald went to Germany many 
times but never lived in the eighteenth century; she visited Russia only 
once, not in 1913; she travelled to Italy more than once but not in the 
1950s. It would be a little exaggerated to say that, if anyone reads her for-
eign novels without her name on the cover, they would definitely take her 
for a non-English writer. At first glance, her novels give the impression of a 
Pandora's Box, full of exterminators and the exterminated, with the former 
predominating, and of loving couples who fail to make each other happy. 
However, there is hope for the better in all her novels. Not only her novels, 
but also her own life is inspiring for us, including her perseverance, her 
passion for research and for writing, and her great ability to cope with life 
itself. 

Self-actualising people are humble and modest in the truest sense of 
the word. Their stoicism is proof that life, with all its shortcomings, is en-
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durable. When Penelope Fitzgerald won the Booker Prize, she was mistreat-
ed during a BBC Programme by the moderator. Still, she modestly wrote to 
a friend that she knew she was an outsider and made no further comments 
on the event. She had never been a self-fashioning person, praising herself, 
mentioning her familial background, excellent education, and unusual lit-
erary life to others, including her nearest. By marrying Desmond Fitzger-
ald, she did not sail into precisely the right harbour, the metaphorical 
phrase used about her goddaughter’s marriage, who, unlike Penelope Fitz-
gerald, seemed to sail in the right one. Despite her painful growing, six 
years in a boarding school, and her mother’s untimely death when she was 
but eighteen, she never went through any identity crisis, never complained 
about life’s ups and downs. Nor did she complain when she married her 
husband, who later went through a real identity crisis, lost his job and be-
came an alcoholic. Penelope Fitzgerald does not seem to have gone 
through the identity confusions mentioned by Erik Erikson as regards 
identity and personality. For example, when her mother died, her father 
forbade mentioning her mother’s name. She not only abided by the rule 
but made friends with her stepmother, Mary, who was only ten years her 
senior. In terms of embracing the difficulties and failures of life, Friedrich 
Nietzsche, who advised people to live dangerously with their free will, 
seems to have been Fitzgerald’s guide. She lived dangerously and different-
ly from the herd; she had never been a slave but a free woman in the sense 
that she made her own decisions, had her own philosophy of life, her own 
principles and goals. However, it was again her own free will which helped 
her to prioritise her family and their concerns. She had always dreamed of 
becoming an author, but she waited patiently for the outlet at the age of 
sixty. She faced the exigencies of life with great courage and never let her 
anxieties and problems impair her. It was Nick Turner who devised the 
term the Penelope Fitzgerald problem, which he describes as 

the ability to write one’s mind, with no regard for trends. The ability to do 
so comes from the wisdom of life experience combined with the time and 
space to think—the freedom, rather than the problem, of the late bloom-
er.2 
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And Penelope Fitzgerald had never hesitated to write and speak freely 
and fearlessly. 

According to Maslow, such unique people enjoy the process of growth 
and have a purpose in life. Throughout the years of waiting, without any 
sense of frustration, Penelope Fitzgerald raised three successful children, 
held a variety of jobs, lived on a barge, and, despite financial hardship, en-
joyed travelling with her family, both in England and abroad. Penelope 
Fitzgerald was a person of character who never gave up her principles and 
philosophies of life, including her belief in free will. To Amelie Rorty, char-
acters in times of great social change are likely to enter a tragic state. How-
ever, nothing like this happened to Penelope Fitzgerald. 

For Maslow, actualised people are special, forming healthier, stronger, 
deeper, and more enduring relationships than others. However, they de-
velop such deep relationships with very few, and their circle of friends is 
rather small. These people are kinder and more patient with others and 
have a special bond with children as well. Penelope Fitzgerald had a very 
special presence in her nearest ones’ lives. She always wrote letters to her 
lifelong friends and children, asking about their health, worrying, and 
wishing them all the best. She devoted poems to her own children and 
grandchildren and drew paintings for them. She played games with them 
in a very childish manner and never hesitated to joke with them. According 
to Maslow, actualising people, despite the outstanding quality of their rela-
tionships with others, can and do speak harshly to people at times. Her 
relationship with her son Valpy testifies to this. She is very straightforward 
in showing her feelings and setting boundaries. Her letter to her editor, 
who called her writing amateurish, is also an example of her straightfor-
wardness. She courageously, but without breaking his heart, asks how 
many books a writer needs to write to lose amateur status. 

It is noteworthy that, despite their outstanding characteristics, self-
actualising people are not without faults. The same applies to Penelope 
Fitzgerald. She preferred to call Istanbul Constantinople; she was shocked 
by how the locals in Istanbul treated historical and archaeological build-
ings. She called them ‘the rotten Turks’; she was too hard on her Spanish 
daughter-in-law; and at times her stoicism would fail her, leaving her too 
tired of her daily problems. After all, Penelope Fitzgerald was not Anglo-
centric, and she enjoyed the adhan and the way the muezzin performed it. 
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Abraham Maslow defines self-actualising people as those who have re-
alised all their potential. He says that a man must be what he can be, and 
in this sense, Penelope Fitzgerald realised all her potential and is therefore 
a powerful example of what a human being is capable of achieving. Today’s 
young people have difficulty recognising that people with outstanding 
characteristics have existed. However, Penelope Fitzgerald’s life, both pri-
vate and literary, is a true and real example that such people did exist in 
their own right. It will not be an exaggeration to claim that every person 
has the wondrous ability to develop themselves, but few manage to perse-
vere. Penelope Fitzgerald, like Sisyphus, who was superior to his fate, was 
superior to her destiny, the ability that enabled her to overcome all the 
adversities of life. 

Hermione Lee calls a biography a cradle-to-grave operation, but there is 
definitely a metaphorical afterlife for all authors. This applies to every fa-
mous writer, but especially to Penelope Fitzgerald. Unfortunately, it was 
only after her death that her letters, her collection of essays and reviews, 
and her short stories were published and re-published, which she could 
not enjoy. Admirers of her believe that a time will come when Penelope 
Fitzgerald will figure not only in English literature but in world literature 
as a whole. What Thomas Hardy predicted about Charlotte Mew’s reputa-
tion as a writer applies to Penelope Fitzgerald herself: “She will be read 
when others are forgotten.”3 Readers will always be thankful to her for her 
timeless presence. Penelope Fitzgerald’s life, on the whole, is and will be a 
gift to all her readers and admirers as a guide. Elizabeth Hay pays tribute to 
her legacy and personality, saying that people would want to get down on 
their knees and give thanks.4 In her article “Penelope,” Wendy Lesser 
shares her heartfelt comments with the reader, noting that Penelope Fitz-
gerald “served as a special kind of literary guide.”5 I am sure many readers, 
female readers in particular, like Wendy Lesser, will feel so close to her as 
to call her simply Penelope and take her not only as a literary guide but 
also as an exemplary human being for their lives. 

What Edward Short prophesied as back as 2006 came true: 
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In the years to come, we will be hearing a good deal about Penelope Fitz-
gerald. There will be films, a biography, scores of critical essays, even per-
haps walking tours along Chelsea Reach pointing out where Grace went 
down. This might not be all bad. Fitzgerald’s books will find what good 
books occasionally find-a popular audience.6 

Hermione Lee’s biography of Penelope Fitzgerald was published in 
2013. Isabel Coixet adapted The Bookshop into a film in 2018, and her nov-
els have been and continue to be translated into many languages.7 During 
the two decades since her death in 2000, much has changed in favour of 
Penelope Fitzgerald, a writer of great significance. Today, Penelope Fitz-
gerald’s admirers are on the increase, and there are many reasons readers 
should read this remarkable woman’s works. First, she is a self-actualised 
female writer. Second, she is a unique storyteller, a teacher, and, above all, 
an excellent enchanter, as Vladimir Nabokov put it. She is a major writer 
who mastered the hierarchy of good writing in the proper sense of the 
term. Moreover, her characters are ordinary people whom she sympathises 
with and accepts, recognising their merits and demerits without judging 
them. She writes about the dark sides of life, life without illusions. Despite 
the lateness of her career, her original style, reticence and stoicism testify 
to her greatness, uniqueness and originality as a female writer in the liter-
ary world. She was not born with a silver spoon in her mouth, but, as Ru-
mi said, she was born with wings and never crawled through life.

                                                           
6  Edward Short, “Penelope Fitzgerald and the Claims of Faith,” Crisis Magazine, accessed 

June 22, 2020, https://www.crisismagazine.com/author/edward-short. 
7  Up to now, three of Penelope Fitzgerald’s novels have been translated into Turkish by 

Can Yayınları: The Blue Flower as Mavi Çiçek (2018), Offshore as Salapurya Mahallesi 
(2018), and The Beginning of Spring as Baharın Başlangıcı (2025). 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 
Adams, G. R., ed. Blackwell Handbook of Adolescence. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 

2003. 

Addison, Joseph. The Spectator. London: G. Routledge & Sons, 1891. 

Adlington, Hugh. Penelope Fitzgerald. Liverpool: Writers and Their Work, 2018. 

Alak, M. “Self-Actualization and Searching Ego in Murathan Mungan’s Works.” 
Master’s thesis, Yüzüncü Yıl University, Institute of Social Sciences, Van, 
2009. 

Albert, R. S. “The Psychology of Friendship Relations: Social Factors.” The Journal 
of Social Psychology 56, no. 1 (1962): 33–47. 

Alleen, B. P. Personality Theories: Development, Growth, and Diversity. Boston: Allyn 
and Bacon, 1997. 

Allen, Graham. “Beyond Biographism: Mary Shelley’s Matilda, Intertextuality, and 
the Wandering Subject.” Romanticism3, no. 2 (1997): 170–84. 

Amparado, M. J. B., et al. “Self-Actualization of Married and Unmarried among 
Middle Aged Professionals.” International Journal of Academic Research in Psy-
chology 1, no. 2 (2014): 17–24. 

Anghelescu, M. “The New Biographism.” Dacoromania Litteraria 1 (2014): 13–18. 

Austen, Jane. Pride and Prejudice. London: Taylor & Francis, 2001. 

Barber, Nigel. “On the Benefits of Failure.” Psychology Today. Accessed February 18, 
2020. https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-human-
beast/201302/the-benefits-failure. 

Barnes, Jonathan, ed. The Complete Works of Aristotle. Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1991. 

Barnes, Julian. “How Did She Do It?” The Guardian. July 26, 2008. Accessed January 
9, 2018. https://www.theguardian.com/books/2008/jul/26/fiction. 

Batthyany, Alexander. Logotherapy and Existential Analysis: Proceedings of the Viktor 
Frankl Institute Vienna. Switzerland: Springer, 2016. 

Bell, Anne Olivier. The Diary of Virginia Woolf: 1936–1941. London: Hogarth Press, 
1984. 

Bell, Quentin. Virginia Woolf: A Biography. Vol. 2. London: Hogarth Press, 1972. 

Benton, Michael. “Literary Biography: The Cinderella of Literary Studies.” The Jour-
nal of Aesthetic Education 39, no. 3 (2005): 44–57. 

———. Literary Biography: An Introduction. Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009. 

———. “Towards a Poetics of Literary Biography.” The Journal of Aesthetic Educa-
tion 45, no. 3 (2011): 67–70. 



200 | PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION 

Blackburn, Simon. The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2016. 

Bloom, Harold. The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1997. 

———. Alice Walker’s The Color Purple. New York: Bloom’s Literary Criticism, 2008. 

Bostridge, Mark. “So I Have Thought of You: The Letters of Penelope Fitzgerald, ed. Ter-
ence Dooley.” The Independent. February 15, 2009. Accessed May 17, 
2020. https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-
entertainment/books/reviews/so-i-have-thought-you-letters-penelope-
fitzgerald-ed-terence-dooley-5470807.html. 

Boswell, James. The Life of Samuel Johnson, LL.D.: Including a Journal of a Tour to the 
Hebrides. Oxford: Talboys and Wheeler, 1826. 

Bourassa, Taylor. “Fostering Self-Actualization during Child Develop-
ment.” PsychCentral. Accessed November 22, 
2019. https://psychcentral.com/blog/fostering-self-actualization-during-
child-development/. 

Breazeale, Daniel, ed. Nietzsche: Untimely Meditations. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1997. 

Brett, Colin. Understanding Life: An Introduction to the Psychology of Alfred Adler. Ox-
ford: Oneworld Publications, 1997. 

Brontë, Emily. Wuthering Heights. London: Macmillan, 1983. 

Bruno, Frank J. Dictionary of Key Words in Psychology. London: Routledge & Kegan 
Paul, 1986. 

Buchard, Waldo W. “Erich Fromm and the ‘Cure of Souls.’” The Midwest Sociolo-
gist 18, no. 2 (1956): 12–16. 

Bucknell, Paul J. Principles and Practices of Biblical Parenting: Raising Godly Children. 
Pennsylvania: Paul J. Bucknell, 2012. 

Byatt, A. S. “The Isle Full of Noises.” Times Literary Supplement 4043 (1980): 1057. 

———. “A Delicate Form of Genius.” The Threepenny Review 73 (1998): 13–15. 

Cambridge Dictionary. “Motherhood.” Accessed July 27, 
2020. https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/motherhood. 

Camus, Albert. The Myth of Sisyphus. Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1979. 

———. Notebooks: 1951–1959. Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2008. 

Celinski, Maria J. Continuity Versus Creative Response to Challenge: The Primacy of Resili-
ence and Resourcefulness in Life and Therapy. New York: Nova Science Publish-
ers, 2011. 

Charvat, Jeffrey L. “Otto Rank’s Personality Types and the Prisoner’s Dilemma 
Game.” Master’s thesis, University of Nebraska, 1991. Published 2015. 



PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION | 201 

 

Cherry, Kendra. “Erik Erikson’s Stages of Psychosocial Development.” Verywell 
Mind. Accessed November 8, 2018. https://www.verywellmind.com/erik-
eriksons-stages-of-psychosocial-development-2795740. 

Christman, Philip. “Penelope Fitzgerald’s Novels, Ranked.” PhilipChristman.com. 
February 11, 2015. Accessed April 13, 
2021. https://philipchristman.com/2015/02/11/penelope-fitzgeralds-
novels-ranked/. 

Colman, Andrew M. A Dictionary of Psychology. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2015. 

Cook, Catherine. “Penelope Fitzgerald Was Here: An Appreciation.” Los Angeles 
Review of Books. October 9, 2013. Accessed October 20, 
2019. https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/penelope-fitzgerald-
appreciation/. 

Corn, Alfred. “Broadcast News.” The New York Times. May 9, 1999. Accessed May 
18, 
2021. https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/books/99/05/09/re
views/990509.09cornlt.html. 

Cotton, Charles, trans. Essays of Montaigne. London: Reeves and Turner, 1877. 

Crain, Caleb. “Her Struggle: The Reticence of Penelope Fitzger-
ald.” Harper’s (January 2015). Accessed February 15, 
2019. https://harpers.org/archive/2015/01/her-struggle/. 

Cunningham, Valentine. “Suffocating Suffolk.” Times Literary Supplement 3998 
(1978): 1333. 

———. “Among the Proles and Posh.” The New York Times, 1997, 11–12. 

Daseler, Robert. “The Author Is Not as Dead as Claimed.” Los Angeles Review of 
Books. March 23, 2013. Accessed February 25, 
2021. https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/the-author-is-not-as-dead-as-
claimed/. 

Dobrian, John. “What Makes Fiction Timeless?” Iowa City Press-Citizen. August 8, 
2017. Accessed April 21, 2021. https://www.press-
citizen.com/story/opinion/contributors/writers-group/2017/08/08/what-
makes-fiction-timeless/550646001/. 

Dolar, Mladen. A Voice and Nothing More. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2006. 

Dorothy. “Charles Dickens Anniversary.” Cultural Calendar, University of Birmingham. 
June 9, 2020. Accessed March 7, 
2021. https://blog.bham.ac.uk/culturalcalendar/2020/06/09/charles-
dickens-anniversary/. 

Eagleton, Terry. The Meaning of Life: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2007. 

Edel, Leon, ed. Henry James: Letters. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1975. 



202 | PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION 

Elkin, Lauren. “Why All the Books about Motherhood?” The Paris Review. July 17, 
2018. Accessed July 18, 
2020. https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/2018/07/17/why-all-the-
books-about-motherhood/. 

Ellis, Albert, Mike Abrams, and Lidia Abrams. Personality Theories: Critical Perspec-
tives. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2009. 

Emerson, Ralph Waldo. Essays: Representative Men; Society and Solitude. New York: 
Routledge, 1887. 

———. Emerson Essays. Washington: Jacket Library, 1932. 

Emilsson, Eyjólfur K., et al. Happiness in Antiquity. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2015. 

Erikson, Erik H. Childhood and Society. New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 
1993. 

Erikson, Steven. “The Author as the Living Dead.” Steven-Erikson.org. Accessed 
February 20, 2021. https://steven-erikson.org/the-author-as-the-living-
dead/. 

Excellence Reporter. “Ralph Waldo Emerson: On Love, Beauty and the Purpose of 
Life.” Excellence Reporter. February 18, 2019. Accessed January 15, 
2020. https://excellencereporter.com/2019/02/18/ralph-waldo-emerson-
on-love-beauty-and-the-purpose-of-life/. 

Fahey, Karen Evers. Towards a Jungian Theory of the Ego. London: Routledge, 2018. 

Farrell, James. “Why Literature Professors Turned Against Authors—Or Did 
They?” Los Angeles Review of Books. July 13, 2017. Accessed February 18, 
2021. https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/why-literature-professors-
turned-against-authors-or-did-they/. 

Faulks, Sebastian. “The 40 Books That Inspired Sebastian Faulks.” The Telegraph. 
April 14, 2008. Accessed May 5, 
2021. https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/1915914/The-40-
books-that-inspired-Sebastian-Faulks.html. 

Ferri, Jessica. “Late Bloomers: Fitzgerald and Gardam: English Novelists of a Cer-
tain Age Do It Better.” Literary Hub. November 18, 2015. Accessed May 20, 
2020. https://lithub.com/late-bloomers-fitzgerald-and-gardam/. 

Firestone, Lisa. “The Value of Sadness: Sadness Can Be an Adaptive Emotion with 
Real Benefits.” Psychology Today. July 22, 2015. Accessed May 12, 
2021. https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/compassion-
matters/201507/the-value-sadness. 

Fitzgerald, Penelope. Innocence. London: Flamingo, 1987. 

———. The Beginning of Spring. London: Flamingo, 1989. 

———. The Bookshop; The Gate of Angels; The Blue Flower. London: Everyman’s Li-
brary, 2001. 



PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION | 203 

 

———. The Means of Escape. London: Flamingo, 2001. 

———. At Freddie’s. London: Flamingo, 2003. 

———. A House of Air: Selected Writings. London: Harper Perennial, 2005. 

———. Offshore. London: Fourth Estate, 2009. 

———. So I Have Thought of You: The Letters of Penelope Fitzgerald. London: Fourth 
Estate, 2009. 

———. Human Voices. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2013. 

———. The Knox Brothers. London: Fourth Estate, 2013. 

———. Charlotte Mew and Her Friends. London: Fourth Estate, 2014. 

———. Human Voices. London: Fourth Estate, 2014. 

Fitzherbert, Clare. “Why Did Penelope Fitzgerald Start Writing So Late?” The Spec-
tator. July 26, 2008. Accessed July 12, 
2020. https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/why-did-penelope-fitzgerald-
start-writing-so-late-. 

Flower, Dean. “A Completely Determined Human Being.” The Hudson Review 57, 
no. 4 (2005): 581–92. 

———. “Frank Kermode’s Magnificent Usefulness.” The Hudson Review (2011): 
389–401. 

Foucault, Michel. Aesthetics, Method, and Epistemology. New York: The New Press, 
1998. 

Frankl, Viktor E. Man’s Search for Meaning: An Introduction to Logotherapy. Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1992. 

Fromm, Erich. Psychoanalysis and Religion. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
1950. 

———. The Art of Loving. London: Thorsons, 1995. 

———. Man for Himself: An Inquiry into the Psychology of Ethics. London: Routledge, 
2002. 

Gallop, David. Plato: Phaedo. Oxford World’s Classics. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1999. 

Gardner, Helen. “Literary Biography.” The Modern Language Review 75, no. 4 (1980): 
xxi–xxxviii. 

Garfield, Simon. To the Letter: A Celebration of the Lost Art of Letter Writing. New 
York: Penguin, 2013. 

Gaustad, Edwin S. Benjamin Franklin. Lives and Legacies Series. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2006. 

Gil, David. “Autobiographical Elements in Novels & Short Stories: Do They Add to 
the Book’s Value and Credibility?” EzineArticles. Accessed March 3, 
2021. https://ezinearticles.com/?Autobiographical-Elements-in-Novels-



204 | PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION 

and-Short-Stories:-Do-They-Add-to-the-Books-Value-or-
Credibility?&id=9531181. 

Goble, Frank G. The Third Force: The Psychology of Abraham Maslow. New York: Pock-
et Books, 1971. 

Gordimer, Nadine. Living in Hope and History. London: Bloomsbury, 1999. 

Greene, Leroy. “Beyond Self-Actualization.” Journal of Health and Human Services 
Administration 30, no. 2 (2007): 116–28. 

Griffith, Hugh, ed. Aristotle: Selections from Nicomachean Ethics, Politics. New York: 
Barnes & Noble, 2004. 

Gubta, B. “Christina Rossetti’s ‘Goblin Market’: A Feminist and Psychoanalytical 
Study.” Spring Magazine on English Literature 4, no. 1 (2018): 23–26. 

Haarder, Jon Helt. “A Story We Are Part of: Introducing Performative Biographism 
by Way of Reading Karl Ove Knausgård’s My Struggle (and Vice Versa).” 
In Expectations, 118–43. 2017. 

Harmon, Lindsey. “Literary Confession: Autobiography.” ResearchGate. Accessed 
January 15, 
2021. https://www.researchgate.net/publication/294087518_Literary_con
fession_Autobiography. 

Harzewski, Stephanie. “New Voice, Old Body: The Case of Penelope Fitzger-
ald.” Contemporary Women’s Writing 1, nos. 1–2 (2007): 24–33. 

Hay, Elisabeth. “Penelope Weaves Her Last Fictional Web.” Globe and Mail, 2000. 

Helgeson, Melinda. “Rebellion and the Human Spirit: Courtney Martin and Parker 
Palmer in Conversation at PopTech (Video).” On Being. Accessed Novem-
ber 22, 2019. https://onbeing.org/blog/rebellion-and-the-human-spirit-
courtney-martin-and-parker-palmer-in-conversation-at-poptech-video/. 

Heller, Zoë. “Should an Author’s Intentions Matter?” The New York Times. March 
15, 2015. Accessed February 27, 
2021. https://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/15/books/review/should-an-
authors-intentions-matter.html. 

Henke, Suzette A. “Maya Angelou’s ‘Caged Bird’ as Trauma Narrative.” The Lang-
ston Hughes Review 19 (2005): 22. 

Hensher, Philip. “Penelope Fitzgerald: A Life by Hermione Lee.” The Guardian. No-
vember 1, 2013. Accessed January 10, 
2018. https://www.theguardian.com/books/2013/nov/01/penelope-
fitzgerald-hermione-lee-review. 

Hill, Rosemary. “Making Do and Mending.” London Review of Books 30, no. 18 
(2008): 9–10. 

Hinds, David. “A Piece of Mine.” Books and Bookmen 364 (1986): 18–34. 

Hjelle, Larry A. Personality Theories: Basic Assumptions, Research, and Applications. New 
York: McGraw-Hill, 1992. 



PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION | 205 

 

Holden, Philip. “Literary Biography as a Critical Form.” Biography 37, no. 4 (2014): 
917–34. 

Hollinghurst, Alan. “On the Genius of Penelope Fitzgerald.” The Telegraph. October 
19, 2013. Accessed May 8, 
2021. https://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/books/10402115/Alan-
Hollinghurst-on-the-genius-of-Penelope-Fitzgerald.html. 

———. “The Victory of Penelope Fitzgerald.” The New York Review of Books. De-
cember 4, 2014. Accessed March 29, 
2021. https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2014/12/04/victory-penelope-
fitzgerald/. 

Hooker, Georgina. “Season’s Readings.” The Guardian. November 29, 2008. Ac-
cessed May 16, 
2020. https://www.theguardian.com/books/2008/nov/29/best-books-
year-2008-review. 

Hull, R. F. C. The Undiscovered Self: With Symbols and the Interpretation of Dreams. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010. 

Hunter, Mary. “Pamela: The Offspring of Richardson’s Heroine in Eighteenth-
Century Opera.” Mosaic 18, no. 4 (1985): 61–76. 

Jajdelski, Wojciech. “Literature, Biographism and the Communion of Saints: The 
Case of Jan Józef Lipski.” Literature and Theology 20, no. 2 (2006): 140–56. 

James, Henry. The Portrait of a Lady. Ware, UK: Wordsworth Classics, 1999. 

James, William. The Principles of Psychology. New York: Cosimo, 2007. 

Johnson, Matthew R. “Iris Murdoch and the Importance of Stepping Outside the 
Self.” Papers & Publications: Interdisciplinary Journal of Undergraduate Re-
search 4, no. 4 (2015). 

Johnson, Samuel. The Rambler. London: Longman, 1793. 

———. Letters of Samuel Johnson. London: Clarendon Press, 1892. 

Jolly, Margaretta. “Letters as/not a Genre.” Life Writing 2, no. 2 (2005): 91–118. 

Jones, Howard Mumford. “Methods in Contemporary Biography.” The English Jour-
nal 21, no. 2 (1932): 113–22. 

Jones, Mary. “The History and Lost Art of Letter Writing.” Newsweek. December 
14, 2008. Accessed April 28, 2020. https://www.newsweek.com/history-
and-lost-art-letter-writing-78365. 

Jordison, Sam. “Art and Autobiography in The Bell Jar.” The Guardian. January 9, 
2013. Accessed March 15, 
2021. https://www.theguardian.com/books/2013/jan/09/reading-group-
autobiography-bell-jar. 

Joyce, Ashley. “Defining Motherhood.” The Washington Post. May 9, 2019. Accessed 
July 20, 
2020. https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/style/wp/2019/05/09/feat



206 | PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION 

ure/the-protector-the-multitasker-the-holder-of-rocks-10-moms-define-
motherhood/. 

Jung, Carl. The Development of Personality. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1954. 

———. Psychology and Alchemy. London: Routledge, 1969. 

———. The Earth Has a Soul: The Nature Writings of Carl Gustav Jung. Berkeley, CA: 
North Atlantic Books, 2002. 

Kavenna, Joanna. Virginia Woolf: Essays on the Self. London: Notting Hill Editions, 
2014. 

Keilson, Ana Isabel. “Nothing Is Wasted.” Women’s Review of Books 32, no. 6 
(2015): 30–31. 

Kermode, Frank. “Booker Books.” London Review of Books 1, no. 3 (1979): 12–13. 

Kessler, Gary E., ed. Voices of Wisdom: A Multicultural Philosophy Reader. Belmont, 
CA: Wadsworth Publishing, 1995. 

Knight, Christopher J. Penelope Fitzgerald and the Consolation of Fiction. New York: 
Routledge, 2017. 

Kohn, Melvin L. Class and Conformity: A Study in Values. Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1977. 

Kramer, Robert. A Psychology of Difference: The American Lectures. Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1996. 

Late Bloomer. “Penelope Fitzgerald: England’s Most Famous Unknown Author 
Started in Her 50s.” Latebloomer.com. Accessed December 7, 
2020. https://laterbloomer.com/penelope-fitzgerald/. 

Leader, Zachary, ed. On Modern British Fiction. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2002. 

Lee, Hermione. Body Parts: Essays on Life-Writing. London: Chatto & Windus, 2005. 

———. Biography: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009. 

———. Virginia Woolf. New York: Random House, 2010. 

———. Penelope Fitzgerald: A Life. London: Vintage Books, 2014. 

———. “So I Have Thought of You: The Letters of Penelope Fitzgerald edited by 
Terence Dooley.” The Times. Accessed May 15, 
2020. https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/so-i-have-thought-of-you-the-
letters-of-penelope-fitzgerald-edited-by-terence-dooley-fb06jwhnwbn. 

Lesher, Linda P. The Best Novels of the Nineties: A Reader’s Guide. Jefferson, NC: 
McFarland, 2015. 

Lewis, Tess. “Gravity and Grace: The Letters of Penelope Fitzgerald.” The Hudson 
Review 63, no. 1 (2009): 153–58. 



PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION | 207 

 

———. “Between Head & Heart: Penelope Fitzgerald’s Novels.” The New Criterion. 
March 2000. Accessed May 11, 
2021. https://newcriterion.com/issues/2000/3/between-head-heart-
penelope-fitzgeralds-novels. 

Leyda, Jay. The Years and Hours of Emily Dickinson. Archon Books, 1970. 

Lezard, Nicholas. “At the High Table with Dorothy Sayers.” The Guardian. Novem-
ber 12, 2005. Accessed December 1, 
2020. https://www.theguardian.com/books/2005/nov/12/society.dorothy
lsayers. 

Littler, Jo. “So I Have Thought of You edited by Terence Dooley.” The Guardian. Au-
gust 29, 2009. Accessed May 17, 
2020. https://www.theguardian.com/books/2009/aug/29/letters-of-
penelope-fitzgerald-review. 

Lorch, Jennifer. Pirandello: Six Characters in Search of an Author. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2005. 

Lu, Lilan. “Penelope Fitzgerald’s Fiction and Literary Career: Form and Context.” 
PhD diss., University of Glasgow, 1999. 

Luu, Chi. “The Ladylike Language of Letters.” JSTOR Daily. August 22, 2016. Ac-
cessed March 22, 2020. https://daily.jstor.org/the-ladylike-language-of-
letters/. 

Mansager, Erik, and Marina Bluvshtein. “Adler and Maslow in Collaboration: Ap-
plied Therapeutic Creativity.” Journal of Humanistic Psychology 60, no. 6 
(2017): 1–21. 

Mansfield, Katherine. “The Garden Party.” 1921. Accessed February 2, 
2020. https://www.katherinemansfieldsociety.org/assets/KM-
Stories/THE-GARDEN-PARTY1921.pdf. 

Marsh, Nicholas. “The Bell Jar.” Encyclopaedia Britannica. Accessed March 15, 
2021. https://www.britannica.com/topic/The-Bell-Jar. 

Martin, Luther H., et al., eds. Technologies of the Self: A Seminar with Michel Foucault. 
London: Tavistock, 1982. 

Maslow, Abraham H. Toward a Psychology of Being. New York: Van Nostrand Rein-
hold, 1968. 

———. Motivation and Personality. New York: Harper & Row, 1970. 

———. The Farther Reaches of Human Nature. New York: Penguin Compass, 1976. 

May, Rollo. Man’s Search for Himself. New York: Dell Publishing, 1953. 

———. The Meaning of Anxiety. New York: W. W. Norton, 1977. 

———. The Discovery of Being: Writings in Existential Psychology. New York: Norton, 
1983. 

———. Existence. New York: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, 2004. 



208 | PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION 

McCrum, Robert. “The 100 Best Novels: No 95 – The Beginning of Spring by Penelo-
pe Fitzgerald (1988).” The Guardian. July 13, 2015. Accessed March 3, 
2021. https://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/jul/13/100-best-novels-
penelope-fitzgerald-beginning-spring-robert-mccrum. 

McEldowney, Dennis. “Recent Literary Biography.” Journal of New Zealand Litera-
ture 2 (1984): 47–58. 

McLeud, Saul. “Carl Jung.” SimplyPsychology.org. Accessed October 20, 
2018. https://www.simplypsychology.org/carl-jung.html. 

Mcneil, Helen. Emily Dickinson: The Great Poets. London: Hachette, 2012. 

Menacer, Esther. “Otto Rank’s Conception of the Will.” Journal of Religion and 
Health 37, no. 1 (1998): 9–14. 

Meyers, Diana Tietjens, ed. Feminists Rethink the Self. New York: Routledge, 2018. 

Meyers, Jeffrey. “Splendors and Miseries of Literary Biography.” The Virginia Quar-
terly Review 68, no. 4 (1992): 669–96. 

Middlebrook, Diane. “The Role of the Narrator in Literary Biography.” South Cen-
tral Review 23, no. 3 (2006): 5–18. 

Millgate, Michael. The Life and Work of Thomas Hardy. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmil-
lan, 1984. 

Milojković, Maria. “What Helps Children Become Satisfied and Independent? Self-
Actualization.” July 29, 2019. Accessed December 11, 
2019. https://mariamilojkovic.com/2019/07/29/what-helps-children-
become-satisfied-and-independent-self-actualization/. 

Mineo, Liz. “Good Genes Are Nice but Joy Is Better.” Harvard Gazette. April 11, 
2017. Accessed July 14, 
2020. https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2017/04/over-nearly-80-
years-harvard-study-has-been-showing-how-to-live-a-healthy-and-happy-
life/. 

Moorehead, Caroline. “A Modest Mistress of Words.” The Times, 1986, 19. 

Mukherjee, Neel. “The Miraculous Novels and Life of Penelope Fitzgerald.” New 
Statesman. November 7, 2013. Accessed February 27, 
2019. https://www.newstatesman.com/2013/11/worth-their-wait-gold. 

Nabokov, Vladimir. Lectures on Literature. London: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 
2017. 

Nadar, Sarojini. “‘Stories Are Data with Soul’—Lessons from Black Feminist Epis-
temology.” Agenda 28, no. 1 (2014): 18–28. 

Nagourney, Peter. “The Basic Assumptions of Literary Biography.” Biography 1, no. 
2 (1978): 86–104. 

Nietzsche, Friedrich. The Will to Power. New York: Vintage Books, 1968. 

———. Human, All Too Human: A Book for Free Spirits. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1996. 



PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION | 209 

 

———. On the Genealogy of Morals: A Polemic. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2008. 

———. The Birth of Tragedy. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008. 

———. Thus Spoke Zarathustra: A Book for Everyone and Nobody. Oxford: Oxford 
World’s Classics, 2008. 

Nin, Anaïs. The Diary of Anaïs Nin: 1931–1934. New York: Houghton Mifflin Har-
court, 1969. 

Novalis. Pollen and Fragments: Selected Poetry and Prose of Novalis. Translated by Ar-
thur Versluis. Grand Rapids, MI: Phanes Press, 1989. 

Nystul, Michael S. “Positive Parenting Leads to Self-Actualizing Chil-
dren.” Individual Psychology: Journal of Adlerian Theory, Research & Practice 40, 
no. 2 (1984): 177–83. 

O’Sullivan, Michael. “The Bookshop Is like the Best Classic Novels—Meant to Be 
Savored, Not Summarized.” The Washington Post. August 28, 2018. Ac-
cessed May 15, 
2021. https://www.washingtonpost.com/goingoutguide/movies/the-
bookshop-is-like-the-best-classic-novels--meant-to-be-savored-not-
summarized/2018/08/28/a13b82ae-a643-11e8-97ce-
cc9042272f07_story.html. 

Oh, Irene. “Motherhood in Christianity and Islam: Critiques, Realities, and Possi-
bilities.” The Journal of Religious Ethics38, no. 4 (2010): 638–53. 

Olubas, Brigid. “Sorry I’m Late: Penelope Fitzgerald: A Life.” Sydney Review of Books. 
February 2015. Accessed February 15, 
2018. https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/review/penelope-fitzgerald-life/. 

Oskay, Çınar. “Hasan Ali Toptaş: 1970’leri Özlüyorum, Düşmanlığın Bile Bir Za-
rafeti Vardı.” Hürriyet. October 22, 2016. Accessed March 20, 
2021. https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/kelebek/hayat/hasan-ali-toptas-
1970leri-ozluyorum-dusmanligin-bile-bir-zarafeti-vardi-40249534. 

Oxford Reference. “Meliorism.” Accessed December 3, 
2020. https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.2011
0810105401127. 

Özyazıcıoğlu, Fatma Gül. “The Theme of Self-Actualization in Some of Willa Ca-
ther’s Novels.” PhD diss., Atatürk University, 2000. 

Pastoring, Ellen E., and Susann M. Doyle-Portillo. What Is Psychology? Boston: Cen-
gage Learning, 2011. 

Patrick, John V. Prelude to Chaos. Bloomington, IN: Xlibris Corporation, 2009. 

Paul, Charles. Goethe: With Special Consideration of His Philosophy. Chicago: Open 
Court Publishing Company, 1915. 

Pennington, Montagu. Memoirs of the Life of Mrs. Elizabeth Carter. London: Law and 
Gilbert, 1808. 



210 | PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION 

Popa, Simona Teodora. “My Struggle—From Autobiography to Performative Biog-
raphism.” Studia Universitatis Babeș-Bolyai Philologia 62, no. 3 (2017): 155–
66. 

Popova, Maria. “Emerson on the Two Pillars of Friendship.” The Margina-
lian (formerly Brain Pickings). August 13, 2014. Accessed February 3, 
2020. https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/08/13/emerson-on-
friendship/. 

———. “Epictetus on Love and Loss: The Stoic Strategy for Surviving Heart-
break.” The Marginalian. August 26, 2018. Accessed December 24, 
2019. https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/08/26/epictetus-love-loss/. 

———. “Friedrich Nietzsche on Why a Fulfilling Life Requires Embracing Rather 
than Running from Difficulty.” The Marginalian. October 15, 2014. Ac-
cessed January 20, 
2020. https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/10/15/nietzsche-on-
difficulty/. 

———. “Letters from Georgia O’Keeffe, Alfred Stieglitz, Ernest Hemingway, and 
More.” The Atlantic. January 24, 2012. Accessed April 24, 
2020. https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2012/01/letter
s-from-georgia-okeeffe-alfred-stieglitz-ernest-hemingway-and-
more/251522/. 

———. “Sam Shepard in Praise of Writing Letters as an Incomparable Art of Hu-
man Connection and a Creative Practice.” The Marginalian. August 31, 
2017. Accessed March 20, 
2020. https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/08/31/sam-shepard-letters/. 

Powers, Katherine A. “Penelope Fitzgerald: A Life, A Reading Life.” Barnes & Noble 
Review. February 2, 2015. Accessed February 2, 
2020. https://www.barnesandnoble.com/review/penelope-fitzgerald-a-life. 

Powers, Katherine. “The Things That Make Fiction Real.” The Boston Globe. No-
vember 16, 2003. Accessed February 15, 
2018. http://archive.boston.com/ae/books/articles/2003/11/16/the_thing
s_that_make_fiction_real/. 

Psychologies. “The Five Mother Types.” Psychologies Magazine. Accessed July 27, 
2020. https://www.psychologies.co.uk/five-mother-types. 

Ratcliffe, Michael. “Penelope Fitzgerald.” The Times: Contemporary Literary Criti-
cism 143 (1995). 

Read, Becky. “How She Knows.” The Paris Review. December 17, 2014. Accessed 
May 12, 2020. https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/2014/12/17/how-
she-knows/. 

Reeve, C. D. C., trans. Aristotle: Nicomachean Ethics. Indianapolis: Hackett Publish-
ing Company, 2014. 

Reinsel, Patrick. “Letting It All Out: Sylvia Plath and Confessional Poetry.” Scribo-
phile.com. Accessed March 16, 



PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION | 211 

 

2021. https://www.scribophile.com/blog/letting-it-all-out-sylvia-plath-
and-confessional-poetry. 

Reisman, John M. A History of Clinical Psychology. London: Brunner-Routledge, 
1991. 

Reynolds, Anthony. “A Book Is a Lovely Thing.” Island Magazine 52 (1992): 38–41. 

Rich, Adrienne. Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution. New York: 
W. W. Norton & Company, 1995. 

Ricoeur, Paul. Time and Narrative. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990. 

———. Oneself as Another. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994. 

Rist, John M. “Epicurus on Friendship.” Classical Philology 75, no. 2 (1980): 121–
29. 

Robinson, Robert. “In Short: Fiction.” The New York Times, Section 7, Column 3, p. 
24, 1985. 

Rogers, Carl. On Becoming a Person: A Therapist’s View of Psychotherapy. Boston: Mari-
ner Books, 1995. 

Roosevelt, Eleanor. The Autobiography of Eleanor Roosevelt. London: Zed Books Ltd., 
2018. 

Ross, Elisabeth Kübler. On Grief and Grieving: Finding the Meaning of Grief Through the 
Five Stages of Loss. New York: Scribner, 2005. 

Ruokonen, Fredrik. “Good, Self, and Unselfing—Reflections on Iris Murdoch’s 
Moral Philosophy.” In Sammelpunkt, 211–13. 2002. 

Ryan, Derek. Contradictory Woolf: Selected Papers from the Twenty-First Annual Interna-
tional Conference on Virginia Woolf. Clemson, SC: Clemson University Digital 
Press, 2012. 

Salwak, Dale, ed. Writers and Their Mothers. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018. 

Sanders, Steven, ed. The Meaning of Life: Questions, Answers, and Analysis. Englewood 
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1980. 

Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary Online. “Mother.” Accessed July 27, 
2020. https://johnsonsdictionaryonline.org/views/search.php?term=moth
er. 

Schneider, Kirk J., James F. T. Bugental, and J. Fraser Pierson, eds. The Handbook of 
Humanistic Psychology: Leading Edges in Theory, Research, and Practice. Thou-
sand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2001. 

Schneider, Kirk J. “Rollo May on Existential Psychology.” Journal of Humanistic Psy-
chology 49, no. 4 (2009): 427–36. 

Scholes, Lucy. “The Peripatetic Penelope Fitzgerald.” Granta. March 2014. Ac-
cessed March 28, 2021. https://granta.com/peripatetic-penelope-
fitzgerald/. 

Schultz, Duane. Theories of Personality. Belmont, CA: Thomson Wadsworth, 2004. 



212 | PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION 

Scurr, Ruth. “First War, Then Marriage.” The Wall Street Journal. November 21, 
2014. Accessed May 15, 2021. https://www.wsj.com/articles/book-review-
penelope-fitzgerald-a-life-by-hermione-lee-1416598665. 

Sedikides, Constantine. The Self. New York: Psychology Press, 2007. 

Seneca, Lucius Annaeus. Letters from a Stoic: Volume I. California: Enhanced Media, 
2016. 

Shakespeare, Nicholas. “Penelope Fitzgerald: A Life by Hermione Lee, Re-
view.” The Telegraph. November 1, 2013. Accessed January 9, 
2018. https://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/books/10418370/Penelope-
Fitzgerald-a-Life-by-Hermione-Lee-review.html. 

Sharrock, Alison. “Maternal Conceptions in Classical Literature and Philoso-
phy.” Phoenix Supplementary Volumes 57 (2020): i–400. 

Shin, Doh Chull. “Avowed Happiness as an Overall Assessment of the Quality of 
Life.” Social Indicators Research 5, no. 4 (1978): 475–92. 

Short, Edward. “Penelope Fitzgerald and the Claims of Faith.” Crisis Magazine. June 
22, 2020. Accessed June 22, 
2020. https://www.crisismagazine.com/author/edward-short. 

Sini, Massimo. “The Afterlife of the Death of the Author.” Areo Magazine. August 
10, 2020. Accessed March 15, 
2021. https://areomagazine.com/2020/08/10/the-afterlife-of-the-death-of-
the-author/. 

Skidelsky, William. “The 10 Best Historical Novels.” The Guardian. May 13, 2012. 
Accessed May 16, 
2021. https://www.theguardian.com/culture/gallery/2012/may/13/ten-
best-historical-novels. 

Slater, Alan. An Introduction to Developmental Psychology. Malden, MA: Blackwell 
Publishing, 2003. 

Smith, David. “Penelope Fitzgerald, Novelist, Is Dead at 83.” The New York Times. 
May 3, 2000. Accessed March 7, 
2020. https://www.nytimes.com/2000/05/03/books/penelope-fitzgerald-
novelist-is-dead-at-83.html. 

Smith, Peter K., and Craig H. Hart, eds. Blackwell Handbook of Childhood Social Devel-
opment. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2002. 

Smith, Zadie. Changing My Mind: Occasional Essays. New York: Penguin, 2010. 

Solnit, Rebecca. A Field Guide to Getting Lost. Edinburgh: Canongate Books, 2010. 

Somers, Evelyn. “Penelope Fitzgerald: Outrunning ‘Time’s Winged Chari-
ot.’” Bloom (blog). December 23, 2013. Accessed February 20, 
2018. https://bloomsite.wordpress.com/2013/12/23/penelope-fitzgerald-
outrunning-times-winged-chariot/. 



PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION | 213 

 

Spaise, Tracy L. “Not ‘As She Fulfills His Dreams’ but ‘As She Is’: The Feminist 
Voice of Christina Rossetti.” Rocky Mountain Review of Language and Litera-
ture 51, no. 1 (1997): 53–68. 

Spence, Nancy E. Life Medicine: Wisdom for Extraordinary Living. Philippines: Kula 
Press, 2003. 

Spurling, Hilary. “Modesty Was Her Metier.” The Guardian. August 3, 2008. Ac-
cessed July 20, 
2020. https://www.theguardian.com/books/2008/aug/03/biography. 

Stanley, Liz. “The Epistolarium: On Theorizing Letters and Correspondenc-
es.” Auto/Biography 12 (2004): 201–35. 

Stead, C. K. “Chiara Ridolfi.” London Review of Books 8, no. 17 (1986): 21–22. 

Stein, Henry T. The Neurotic Character: Fundamentals of Individual Psychology and Psy-
chotherapy. Bellingham, WA: The Classical Adlerian Translation Project, 
2002. 

Steinbeck, John. East of Eden. New York: Penguin, 2002. 

Stevenson, Angus, ed. Oxford Dictionary of English. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2010. 

Stonebridge, Lyndsey. “Hearing Them Speak: Voices in Wilfred Bion, Muriel Spark 
and Penelope Fitzgerald.” Textual Practice 19, no. 4 (2005): 445–65. 

Tandon, R. K. Child Psychology. New Delhi: A. P. H. Publishing Corporation, 2008. 

Tebrean, Paul G. “Biographism—Reception and Interpretation.” Journal of Romanian 
Literary Studies 4 (2014): 240–46. 

Thomas, Louisa. “Hermione Lee, The Art of Biography No. 4.” The Paris Review. 
2013. Accessed November 23, 
2017. https://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/6231/the-art-of-
biography-no-4-hermione-lee. 

Tonkin, Boyd. “Mistress of the Sublime: Penelope Fitzgerald Dies, 83.” The Inde-
pendent. April 30, 2000. Accessed January 11, 
2018. https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-
entertainment/books/news/mistress-of-the-sublime-penelope-fitzgerald-
dies-83-278585.html. 

Tuncel, Burhan. “Mektup Türü Üzerine.” Tercüme 16, nos. 77–80 (1964): IV–V. 

Turner, James. “In the Potato Patch.” London Review of Books 35, no. 24 (2013): 3–8. 

Vaynshteyn, Gili. “The 40 Books Every Woman Should Read.” HelloGiggles. May 
16, 2016. Accessed May 12, 
2021. https://hellogiggles.com/lifestyle/esquires-book-list-cool-missing-
one-thing-books-women-40-books-women-everyone-read/. 

Vittersø, Joar. “Subjective Well-Being versus Self-Actualization: Using the Flow-
Simplex to Promote a Conceptual Clarification of Subjective Quality of 
Life.” Social Indicators Research 65, no. 3 (2004): 299–331. 



214 | PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION 

Wadlington, Will. “The Art of Living in Otto Rank’s Will Therapy.” The American 
Journal of Psychoanalysis 72, no. 4 (2012): 382–96. 

Waller, Philip M. Introducing Barthes. London: Totem Books, 1997. 

Watts, M. “On the Diaries of Helen Garner and the Quagmire of the Fictionalized 
Self.” Literary Hub. Accessed May 12, 2021. https://lithub.com/on-the-
diaries-of-helen-garner-and-the-quagmire-of-the-fictionalized-self/. 

Wayne, Eric. “The Death of the Author Debunked.” ArtofEricWayne.com. August 
27, 2018. Accessed March 17, 
2021. https://artofericwayne.com/2018/08/27/the-death-of-the-author-
debunked/. 

Westacott, Emrys. “Nietzsche’s Concept of the Will to Power.” ThoughtCo. Ac-
cessed October 18, 2020. https://www.thoughtco.com/nietzsches-
concept-of-the-will-to-power-2670658. 

Whitson, Edward R., and Paul V. Olczak. “Criticisms and Polemics Surrounding 
the Self-Actualization Construct: An Evaluation.” Journal of Social Behavior 
and Personality 6, no. 5 (1991): 76–77. 

Willet, Cynthia. Interspecies Ethics. New York: Columbia University Press, 2014. 

———. “Feminist Perspectives on the Self.” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Ac-
cessed December 20, 2019. https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/feminism-
self/. 

Wilson, A. N. “A Lovable Mystery.” Times Literary Supplement (blog), February 
2014. Accessed April 20, 
2021. http://tls28.blogspot.com/2014/02/review-of-penelope-fitzgerald-
biography.html. 

———. “Penelope Fitzgerald: The Core of Her Mystery.” Times Literary Supplement. 
February 2019. Accessed February 18, 2019. https://www.the-
tls.co.uk/articles/public/penelope-fitzgerald-the-core-of-her-mystery/. 

Wolfe, Peter. Understanding Penelope Fitzgerald. Columbia: University of South Caro-
lina Press, 2004. 

Wood, James. “The Trials of Penelope Fitzgerald.” The New Yorker. November 24, 
2014. Accessed July 22, 
2020. https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/11/24/late-bloom. 

Wooditch, Bill. Fail More: Embrace, Learn, and Adapt to Failure as a Way to Success. 
New York: McGraw-Hill Professional, 2019. 

Woolf, Virginia. The Common Reader: First Series. London, 1925. 

———. A Writer’s Diary. New York: Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1954. 

———. The Diary of Virginia Woolf: Volume Two 1920–1924. New York: A Harvest 
Book, 1980. 

———. Moments of Being. Orlando, FL: Harcourt, 1985. 

———. To the Lighthouse. Orlando, FL: Harcourt, 2005. 



PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION | 215 

 

———. A Room of One’s Own and Three Guineas. Oxford: Oxford World’s Classics, 
2008. 

———. The Waves. Oxford: Oxford World’s Classics, 2008. 

———. To the Lighthouse. Oxford: Oxford World’s Classics, 2008. 

———. Selected Essays. New York: Oxford World’s Classics, 2009. 

———. The Death of the Moth and Other Essays. Eastford, CT: Martino Publishing, 
2014. 

Wright, Edward D. The Psychology of Christ. New York: Cochrane Publishing Com-
pany, 1909. 

Wullschlager, Jackie. “Penelope Fitzgerald, by Hermione Lee.” Financial Times. No-
vember 2013. Accessed February 22, 
2019. https://www.ft.com/content/d11b9500-408f-11e3-ae19-
00144feabdc0. 

“About Alfred Adler.” Adler.edu. Accessed November 17, 
2018. https://www.adler.edu/page/about/history/about-alfred-adler. 

“Biographism.” Glosbe.com. Accessed January 15, 
2021. https://glosbe.com/en/en/biographism. 

“Blood, Toil, Tears and Sweat.” International Churchill Society. Accessed May 20, 
2021. https://winstonchurchill.org/resources/speeches/1940-the-finest-
hour/blood-toil-tears-and-sweat-2/. 

“Enkrateia.” John-uebersax.com. Accessed October 13, 2020. http://www.john-
uebersax.com/plato/words/enkrateia.htm. 

“Henry David Thoreau: ‘Friendship.’” PoemHunter.com. Accessed February 3, 
2020. https://www.poemhunter.com/poem/friendship-4/. 

“Humanistic Psychology, Counselling, Psychotherapy.” De Montfort University. 
Accessed November 16, 
2018. http://www.psy.dmu.ac.uk/drhiles/P1010.htm. 

“Penelope Fitzgerald; English Novelist Won Booker Prize.” Los Angeles Times. May 
3, 2000. Accessed April 20, 2021. https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-
xpm-2000-may-03-me-26129-story.html. 

“President Speaks on ‘Penelope Fitzgerald: The Whole Story.’” Wolfson College, 
Oxford. Accessed July 15, 
2020. https://www.wolfson.ox.ac.uk/News/president-speaks-penelope-
fitzgerald-whole-story. 

“The Blitz.” Encyclopaedia Britannica. Accessed May 17, 
2021. https://www.britannica.com/event/the-Blitz. 

“The Late Flower.” Financial Times. Accessed May 16, 
2020. https://www.ft.com/content/4245b5fa-5f66-11dd-91c0-
000077b07658. 



216 | PENELOPE FITZGERALD: THE IDEALISED SELF IN LIFE AND FICTION 

“The Positive Purpose of Sadness.” ExploringYourMind.com. Accessed May 28, 
2021. https://exploringyourmind.com/the-positive-purpose-of-sadness/. 

“What Book Would Author Francis Spufford Take to a Desert Island?” Daily Mail. 
Accessed May 8, 2021. https://www.dailymail.co.uk/home/books/article-
9251211/WHAT-BOOK-author-Francis-Spufford-desert-island.html. 

“What Is Life-Writing?” Oxford Centre for Life-Writing. Accessed April 28, 
2020. https://oxlifewriting.wordpress.com/what-is-life-writing/. 

“Katherine Mansfield Society: 29 Feb 1922.” Accessed March 22, 
2021. http://www.katherinemansfieldsociety.org/29-feb-1922/. 

“Six Criteria of Well-Being: Ryff’s Multidimensional Model.” Livingmeanings.com. 
Accessed July 7, 2020. https://livingmeanings.com/six-criteria-well-ryffs-
multidimensional-model/. 

Merriam-Webster. Merriam Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary. Encyclopaedia Britannica 
Company, 2003. 

“Poetry East with Hermione Lee on Penelope Fitzgerald.” YouTube video, 23:28–
23:36. Accessed February 3, 2019. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fABP32LgfZo. 

 

 

 




